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Ich danke… 
 
…Dani für unzählige gemeinsam verbrachte Stunden und unerschütterliche mentale 
Unterstützung. 
...MASN-Austria für stets offene Türen. 
…Sabine für persönliche Arbeitsbetreuung und konstruktive Kritik. 
…meiner Mama, die mir stets Grenzen aufgezeigt hat, die ich sodann brav überschritten habe. 
…all den wunderbaren Menschen in Hawai’i, die mich an ihrem Leben teilnehmen haben 
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…all den weisen, gutmütigen und bescheidenen, schrillen und verrückten Querdenker/innen, 
die mich soweit begleiteten und weiterhin begleiten werden. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I am thankful to… 
…Dani for countless hours spent together and firm mental support. 
…MASN-Austria for doors always open. 
…Sabine for personal supervision and constructive critics. 
…my Mom, who always showed me borders I well-behavedly crossed. 
…all the wonderful people in Hawai’i that let me be part of their lives.  
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accompanied me so far and continue to do so. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dafür ist ja eine Grenze da, dass sie sich verändern kann. Dafür ist eine Regel da, dass 
ich sie brechen kann. Dann kann ich eine Regel nur brechen, wenn ich sie kenne. Wenn 
ich damit leben kann, dann kann ich sie brechen, aber vorher geht es nicht (Helmut Ipser 
2005). 
  
 
That’s why there is a barrier, so that I can change it. That’s why there is a rule, so that I 
can break it. I can only break a rule if I know it. If I can live with it, then I can break it, 
but before that it wouldn’t work (Helmut Ipser, 2005). 
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Abbreviation 
 
AAA   American Anthropology Association 
AYP  Adequate Yearly Progress 
DOE   Department of Education  
CAE  Council on Anthropology and Education  
CCS  Conversion charter school 
EA   Education with Aloha 
HCS  Hawaiian charter school(-s) 
HCS 1  Hawaiian charter school nr. 1 
HCS 2  Hawaiian charter school nr. 2 
HCS 3  Hawaiian charter school nr. 3 
HIS  Hawaiian immersion school(-s) 
KS  Kamehameha Schools 
K-12  Compulsory schooling in the United States, from kindergarden to 12th grade,  
  the last class before graduation 
LPP  Legitimate peripheral participation 
SPED  Special Education (program) 
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But what was hidden from the wise and prudent 
Is now revealed to the babes and the sucklings 
(“You can’t blame the youth”, Peter Tosh) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       
 3 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Then when they [students] go back into their communities and they are talking about it, because 
they are so happy here, then that’s part of the learning. Cause now they are shooting it back up. 
And when they can shoot it back up, then it shows me that the kid did learn something, cause 
now they are able to talk about it, they are able to discuss it. And that’s part of learning, you 
know? You sit there, you observe, you learn, you take it, and now the next part of learning is 
spitting it back on and teaching others. And that’s the whole reciproce of learning, right? 
(Interview with Keoni1, teacher at HCS 12, lines 427-434)3. 
 
Kumu [Hawaiian: teacher, foundation, source, origin]4 Keoni’s statement can be seen both as a 
summary for, as well as opening into the topic of this thesis. Hardly unintelligible, this quotation 
refers to matters of learning and teaching, of sharing certain knowledge across different settings 
with different subjects of respective significance. More precisely, this teacher speaks about his 
experiences, wishes, and understanding of learning, working at a Hawaiian-focused “New Century 
Public Charter School”.  
Yet, what exact kind of knowledge does Keoni talk about that students are expected to “shoot back 
up”? What ways of learning are favoured by him as a teacher in this school setting, and why? What 
kind of school does he work at, and in which social and political context does it operate? In the 
following I provide my personal encounter to the subject of this research: 
 
From my field notes: 
This Saturday afternoon, after helping cleaning up the school camp site at HCS 1 and digesting a 
delicious Hawaiian plate lunch, I sat outside together with Cindy, one of the administrator, and 
with a mother of two students. We talked story
5
. The mother shared her experiences which she made 
at a visit of a sacred cave. She and her two daughters got permission to enter by a kupuna
6
. She 
shared with us how it had moved her so much to hear her daughters chant an oli7 in perfect 
Hawaiian. In that moment she couldn’t withdraw from getting wet eyes. She told us that she herself 
                                                 
1All interlocutor names cited are pseudonyms. 
2Hawaiian charter school 1, pseudonym for one of the three attended Hawaiian charter schools. 
3It is deliberately avoided to highlight “wrong” words or sentence structures with “[sic]”, as in some cases it might 
simply characterise spoken Hawaiian Pidgin. In obvious cases, e.g. among students' written comments in the 
questionnaire, where basic words are used both in Hawaiian and Pidgin, these are highlighted; respectively the proper 
word is suggested. 
4If not otherwise mentioned, all translations from Hawaiian into English are from the Hawaiian Electronic Dictionary, 
<http://wehewehe.com/>. 
5To “talk story” in Hawai'i is an expression for general gathering activity, where Hawaiians talk about novelties, things 
that trouble them etc. For more details see Ito (1999) and Meyer (2003). 
6Grandparent, ancestor, relative or close friend of the grandparent's generation. 
7Chant. 
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was not nearly as proficient in the language and the cultural practices as her daughters, which 
made her extremely proud.  
Although I did have a rough idea of the leading research question at the moment I entered the 
airplane(s) to the other side of the world, only in this moment, in this story of the mother, was I 
totally clear about the purpose of this research: How and what culturally relevant knowledge that 
has been forgotten over several generations and now “re-learned” at school, do students share with 
their parents, grandparents, siblings and significant others? Are they to be perceived as “teachers” 
to their own families and friends out- as well as inside school? 
 
Following these thoughts, after leaving Hawai’i, I had to pause and ask myself what consequences a 
view of students as “teachers” has in processes of learning, and furthermore, in the context of 
cultural production of resuscitating Hawaiian cultural knowledge. More specifically, what kind of 
knowledge is of relevance for the student him-/herself that he/she perceives worthwhile to share 
with the family, the community, and significant others, and thus influence the shape of the 
distribution of cultural knowledge? 
The ethnographic “field”, the context of this research, were three small mediate and high schools in 
Hawai’i, so called “New century public charter schools”, whose premise it is to revitalise and 
perpetuate Hawaiian cultural practices, such as speaking the language, planting kalo8, dancing the 
hula, oli and mele9, and many more things. In the following I will give a brief historical 
retrospective view on Hawai’i’s educational landscape and elucidate what Hawaiian charter schools 
(HCS) are.  
 
Keoni’s description of “shooting back up” refers to cultural knowledge that many Native Hawaiian 
parents (and in some cases also grandparents) were not exposed to. The so-called “lost generation” 
refers to today’s Native Hawaiian adult generation, who have not been exposed to cultural practices 
and the Hawaiian language by their parents. They themselves were taught to forget anything 
Hawaiian in common schools set up by the first missionaries in the second half of the 19th century, 
and later by working on plantations together with other ethnic minority groups, such as Japanese, 
Chinese, Philippines etc. Dancing the hula was strongly discouraged by Calvinist missionaries, who 
attempted to ban what was considered considered a distraction to Hawaiians working on 
plantations10. In addition, the Hawaiian language has been prohibited in 1896 by law (Silva 2004).  
                                                 
8Taro 
9
Chants, poems. 
10Although there were no explicit written laws that prohibited the hula, the everyday life discourse strongly discouraged 
this practice (Barrère 1980: 40). In 1978, next to English, Hawaiian became the second official language in the State of 
Hawai’i. 
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Even though many of today’s grandparents’ and great-grandparents’ generation might have been 
proficient in cultural practices and the language, they discontinued distributing cultural practices. In 
some cases it was done deliberately in order for their children to become successful in an evermore 
U.S.-Americanised society. After 1959, the year Hawai’i became a State of the United States, this 
“lost generation” was the first one to grow up in a euphoric atmosphere of being part of the United 
States. Yet, it was preceded by a time of U.S.-American imperialism. Decades of public schooling, 
embedded in foreign Christian values and concepts of learning perpetuated at worst a discourse of 
inferiority, at best one of exotisation of anything considered “Hawaiian culture”.  
 
There is a similarity to the mainland of the United States. As one of the first, John Ogbu described 
the misconceived “failure” of ethnic minorities in “successfully” adapting to mainstream schools’ 
cultural styles - yet without state’s and eventually schools’ own reflection on its structure, its lack of 
culturally adequately provided activity settings (Ogbu 1978; Trueba 1988; cf. Levinson et al 1996: 
8). The characteristic Hawaiian way of learning through observing and listening is often opposed 
towards learning methods practised in western schooling with its “almost ‘pathological 
preoccupation with standardized achievement test results’”, and little evaluative attention to 
learning and self growth of students’ (Goodlad 1979; cf.  Dotts & Sikkema 1994: 9f). Equally, 
many Native Hawaiian scholars, including principals of Native HCS, criticise these structural 
circumstances (Interviews with principals of three HCS; Goodyear-Ka’opua 2005; Kahakalau 2003; 
Kaiwi 2006; Kana’iaupuni & Ishibashi 2003; Kaomea 2005; Meyer 2003). Numerous reports and 
statistics have been written about “failing” Native Hawaiians in the context of population statistics 
concerning health, education, employment, likeliness to substantial abuse, homelessness etc. – data 
that just as well reflect the mismatch of needs versus provided public facilities.11  
 
Hawai’i has the highest number of private schools in the nation with 16,8 percent student 
enrolment12. Two of the largest K-12 schools in the nation, Punahou and Kamehameha Schools, are 
located in the State of Hawai’i (Okamura 2008: 72), with the latter being the largest within the U.S. 
with a total spending of $273 million in 2007/08, serving 5 372 students13. Besides those in a failing 
public education system in Hawai’i, there are the ones who “made it” into Kamehameha Schools; a 
private Protestant school which was founded on the basis of the last will of Princess Bernice Pauahi 
Bishop (Goodyear-Ka’opua, 2005: 7). This last will states that preference shall be given to students 
                                                 
11For more details see Blaisdell & Mokuau (1994), Tibbets (2002), Kahakalau (2003), Kana‘iaupuni & Ishibashi (2005). 
12Full Report of Superintend's 19th Annual Report 2008 
<http://arch.k12.hi.us/PDFs/state/superintendent_report/2008/2008SuptRptFinal20090205.pdf>  
13This is of a total of 38 179 benefiting Native Hawaiian students through several other educational programs, e.g. 
supporting Native Hawaiian charter schools. Kamehameha Schools Annual Report 2007-2008 
<http://www.ksbe.edu/pdf/ar08/annualreport08.pdf>  
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of Native Hawaiian ancestry. Only a small percentage of applicants are accepted, as outstanding 
performance is an important selection criterion (cf. King & Roth 2006). While students received 
and continue to receive a highly and academically rigorous education, the question remains whether 
it is a school for Hawaiians or a Hawaiian school: Is it a western-modelled school exclusive for 
Native Hawaiian students, or a school resting on Hawaiian principles of learning and teaching (ibid: 
295; Goodyear-Ka’opua, 2005: 31)? This critique centres on the lack of cultural embeddedness of 
the curriculum, of the teachers’ performances, and eventually on the ability of Kamehameha 
Schools (KS) to challenge dominant U.S.-American liberal discourse KS have perpetuated in their 
curriculum for decades (Goodyear-Ka’opua, 2005). Another major critique in the public sphere has 
been the school’s failure to provide adequate education for the Native Hawaiian students, who 
either do not have economic resources to attend this school, or do not perform the kind of academic 
rigour required for admission (ibid; King & Roth, 2006).14   
These criticisms – a school catering for Native Hawaiians, yet not being a school following 
Hawaiian principles of education – comes in combination with a general dissatisfaction with the 
regular public school system, of “DOE-schools”15, as they are often called by interlocutors. These 
resentments include e.g. classrooms with 35 students, a lack of communication from teachers, a 
lack of hands-on activities in school, or a deficient implementation of the Special Education 
(SPED) program.16 Further problems include understaffing, untrained teachers, and not enough 
school hours.   
 
These discontentments are not specifically a current phenomenon, as their roots date back to the 
Cultural Renaissance of the 1970’s. In this time Native Hawaiians publicly voiced their interest in 
resurging traditional practices in areas of music, hula dance, chanting, lo’i kalo farming (taro 
patch), and many more practices. Many people of this “lost generation” demanded space and 
resources for a Native Hawaiian self-determined “re-education” about their own cultural roots. This 
movement started off several educational initiatives, and paved the way for the more recent 
program of HCS. Earlier efforts resulted in the establishment of Hawaiian immersion schools (HIS) 
ever since 1978. Lessons are conducted solely in Hawaiian language, albeit the content rests on the 
regular western DOE-curriculum, and thus not deeply rooted in what is considered Hawaiian 
values, as some interlocutors stated.  
Today the demand for more culturally grounded schooling programs is combined with a frustration 
                                                 
14However, in recent years, by implementing the Kamehameha Schools Strategic Plan 2000-2015, more outreach 
programs have served students among all islands. In addition, a more culturally-embedded curriculum is planned and 
implemented.  
15DOE: Department of Education. “DOE-schools” are thus public schools, which are funded wholly by the Federal and 
State governments in the US through tax dollars, and are therefore free to all children. 
16Interview with two mothers (Winnie and Wendy) and an informal conversation with another mother. 
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over a malfunctioning public school system, which motivated many educationalists to set 
Hawaiian-focused charter schools. These two dilemmas are especially of significance for parents, 
who cannot – or do not want to have to – afford private schooling. Semi-publicly funded Hawaiian-
focused charter schools are thus not only of interest for Native Hawaiians, but for any parent living 
in Hawai’i, who wish for their child to be educated more profoundly about the place they live in; 
through innovative, hands-on learning activities. 
 
 
1.1. Charter schools in Hawai’i, and its clientele 
 
Charter schools are “non-sectarian public schools of choice” that operate under a performance 
contract negotiated with the state or local school board. In return for their accountability to produce 
positive academic results towards the state or local school board, they are granted more autonomy 
than regular public schools.17 Thus, they are freer to decide on curriculum, instruction, budget, and 
personnel.18 Yet, charter schools in Hawai’i face tremendous financial challenges, as they receive 
40-50 percent less funding than regular public schools, which is also common among other states of 
the US19. Of 31 public charter schools in Hawaii20 there are 12 “New Century Public Charter 
Schools”, which are associated in the “Na Lei Na`auao Native Hawaiian Charter School 
Alliance”21. Beyond charter schools providing an alternative to regular public schools, Hawaiian-
focused charter schools have an aspiration to practice what is called EA – “Education with Aloha”. 
It is to 
 
 [N]urture and grow educational models of education throughout the Hawaiian islands, which are 
 community designed and controlled and reflect, respect and embrace Hawaiian cultural values, 
 philosophies and ideologies.22 
 
HCS aim to keep the school size small, with a student-teacher ratio of approximately 8:1, with 
outdoor learning settings providing hands-on practices (e.g. in the taro patch, the fish pond, at the 
harbour etc.).  
Hawaiian-focused charter schools are not only a matter of self-determination for Native Hawaiian 
                                                 
17<http://www.uscharterschools.org/pub/uscs_docs/o/index.htm> 
18<http://www.uscharterschools.org/pub/uscs_docs/o/definitions.htm> 
19For a comparison of 12 states on the continental U.S., see the report “Charter school funding: Inequity’s next frontier” 
<http://www.edexcellence.net/doc/Charter%20School%20Funding%202005%20FINAL.pdf>. 
20<http://www.hcsao.org/hicharters> 
21<http://lilinote.k12.hi.us/STATE/BOE/Minutes.nsf/7d59b00aff8d3cf50a2565cb00663e82/280df01b4fbdd7130a25720
b006310b9/$FILE/5-25-06%20Minutes%20attachments.pdf > 
22<http://lilinote.k12.hi.us/STATE/BOE/Minutes.nsf/7d59b00aff8d3cf50a2565cb00663e82/280df01b4fbdd7130a25720
b006310b9/$FILE/5-25-06%20Minutes%20attachments.pdf> 
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people, but counter the state’s hegemonic educational structure that is unique within the United 
States. Namely, since Hawai’i is the only state where all public schools are operated within one 
school district or local school board, meaning that all public schools on the seven populated 
Hawaiian Islands (Ni’ihau, Kaua’i, O’ahu, Maui, Moloka’i, Lana’i, Big Island) are centrally 
administered.  
 
Consequently, another question is in need of closer examination: How deep can cultural learning be 
connected with academic success without compromising one another (Kaiwi, 2006: 28; Goodyear-
Ka’opua, 2005: 8)? Scholars have different points of view on this junction and the rhetoric of such a 
dichotomy-based discourse. This dichotomous thinking is easily perpetuated through the 
juxtaposition of academic standards that originate from a western model of institutionalised 
education on the one hand, versus the recreation of Hawaiian cultural practices on the other hand. 
When cultural forms (dance, story, dissertation etc.) are seen as fixed and unchangeable within 
Western models of education, schooling in Hawai’i appears as an introduced technology of colonial 
hierarchy, as always already western or foreign (Goodyear-Ka’opua, 2005: 12). Moreover, the 
metaphor of “walking in two worlds” can be misleading and counterproductive for youth defining 
their (cultural) identity, suggesting “full” access to “both worlds” (Henze & Vanett, 1993).  
 
Instead, focusing on practised Hawaiian cultural education in the very charter schools, this 
negotiated cultural revitalisation will reveal the obsolete character of the question of “authenticity”, 
which only perpetuates a definition of culture as an entity rather than a processual phenomenon. 
Thus, it is crucial to look at the cultural production at school as constituted through the interplay of 
teachers’, adults’ spoken attitudes and their practices, as well as other participants of this 
community of practice. It will directly look at the meaning of currently upheld values and the ways 
these values are lived. This juxtaposition is relevant, since children are more interested in the doing 
rather than the talking (Toren 1993: 466). Hence, we focus on how students contest values of 
culturally relevant knowledge upheld by teachers, as they too “engage in the cultural production of 
practices and discourses which accommodate, resist, or otherwise adapt to the dominant school 
definition of the educated person” (Levinson et al 1996: 24). This engagement is influenced most of 
all by experiences obtained at other schools, as well as fields outside school. These contestations 
are exemplified when students are perceived by adults to act “disrespectful”, while they themselves 
might have quite different points of views on their own behaviour. 
 
In what settings this “disrespect” takes place points us to the importance of social relations for the 
event of learning, as they mutually constitute each other (Lave & Wenger 1991, Toren 1993). HCS 
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express this mutuality through the central meaning of the “learning ‘ohana”.23 This “learning 
family”, constitutes a distinct social form, where social actors are not biologically kin related, yet 
relatively close to each other as if they were family. 24 Along additional examples it will become 
clear that HCS are defined across, rather than along definitions of formal and informal learning. 
 
The parents’ motivations to send their children to a school that is based on Hawaiian cultural values 
and philosophies is manifold, and not necessarily related to one’s Hawaiian ancestry. Still, Native 
Hawaiians account for the majority of served students, many of whom having bad experiences in 
regular public schools. This is indicated in the high rate of absentee and retention, low academic 
achievements of Native Hawaiians, as well as parents’ and students’ own statements.25  
 
Another aspect of this thesis embraces adults’ expectations towards children and adolescents to 
become future leaders in their community, and for Native Hawaiians in general, as well as how 
students perceive these expectations themselves. I ask what perception adults have of (their) 
children as knowledge distributors. Many parents do not necessarily see their children as active 
meaning makers and knowledge distributors, aligning Weisner’s studies et. al., where Native 
Hawaiian parents rarely perceive their children as co-equal interlocutors (1988: 341). Yet equal to 
teachers, there is an expectation for the children to become active leaders in the “Hawaiian 
community”. However, parents do as well perceive to learn from their child, e.g. when they 
incidentally talk about things that were done at school.  
With adults’ expectations of those students to become future leaders we are also confronted with the 
view of students as readily “moulded” in “culture”. This common discourse among Native 
Hawaiian scholars and advocates easily tempts to perceive the child as an “a-social individual who 
becomes social / cultural by virtue of actions performed upon it by others” (Toren, 1993: 469). 
However, here “moulding” does not necessarily refer to the “blank” biological human being of an 
infant being “encultured”. Rather, it is a mutual and alternating process between producing 
knowledge and being a product of knowledge production at the same time (Toren 1993; Levinson et 
al 1996). The essential task as an anthropologist 
 
is to analyse the processes that make it possible for children to lead effective lives in terms of 
ideas that are an inversion of those held by their parents and other adults (ibid: 463).  
 
                                                 
23Interview with Ku Kahakalau, principal of “Kanu o’ka ‘Aina”, Hawaiian public charter school, line 296-7. 
24In her work “Onipa‘a (To Stand Firm): Cultural Resiliency Among Graduates of Native Hawaiian Charter Schools” 
Amelia Borofsky introduces the school as social category of its own, besides e.g. the kin family. 
25For a more detailed discussion see Benham & Heck (1998) and Kahakalau (2003). Interviews with parents, 
questionnaires for students. 
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Hence, how can students be perceived as social agents when they themselves, as social agents of 
their lived-in world, readily accept being “moulded”? Along this moulding into a new school 
setting, it remains a big challenge for many teachers to make students understand and appreciate 
these unfamiliar ways of social interaction and learning they are suddenly exposed to. Among 
several adults working at HCS there was a discourse of not “acting Hawaiian enough” that easily 
surfaced in the context of disciplinary action for misbehaving “disrespectful” students. Yet by this, 
Hawaiian cultural practices are easily perpetuated as something negative, since it is a discourse 
reiterated mostly in situations of sanctioning students, and also easily perceived as static and 
essentialised by making it verbally explicit. Here, I will argue that despite efforts in HCS to 
implement values perceived as culturally relevant, this rhetoric perpetuates a static, historicised 
understanding of Hawaiian culture. Students might readily absorb this view on Hawaiian culture as 
“products” of their history (Toren 1993). However, as social agents they as well produce meaning 
and are more likely to oppose this static view on culture, which is most likely part of the reason for 
occurring “disrespectful” behaviour. 
 
 
1.2. Situated Learning 
 
In order to best scrutinise these processes of knowledge sharing, Lave & Wenger’s model of 
Situated Learning with its concept of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP) is helpful for 
perceiving students as social agents being active, as well as incidental “knowledge distributor”.26 
Learning is an inevitable social process of everyday life, and thus not restricted to, yet still includes 
institutions of deliberate teaching, like school. Learning as legitimate peripheral participation is - 
simply put - a shifting of positions within one - as well as different - communities of practice, like 
one’s family, or school. Mastery resides not in the master but in the organisation of the community 
of practice itself (Lave & Wenger 1991: 94). As much as the student learns at school how to plant 
kalo, the mother at home also learns from her child how to plant kalo, how to pronounce Hawaiian 
street names etc. 
 
Lave & Wenger urge us to shift from an analytic focus of the individual as a learner to learning as 
participation in the social world, and from the concept of cognitive process to the more 
encompassing view of social practice. This helps providing a more profound understanding of what 
students learn (1991), and furthermore what worthwhile knowledge they choose to pass on, yet not 
                                                 
26Lave & Wenger (1991) reject the notion of “teacher” for reasons that will be explained later on. I thank Jean Lave for 
her recommendation to be cautious on the perpetuation of a dichotomy between student and teacher by simply labelling 
students as the “new teacher” (personal conversation at the annual AAA in San Francisco in 2008). 
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later on as adults, but as children and adolescents in the here and now.  
Their points of view are not only inevitable for understanding what is learned, especially in the 
context of distributing cultural knowledge. It counters a general lack of voice in anthropology’s 
literature (Toren 1993; Christensen & James 2000). This neglect is explained by Toren's conclusion, 
that “[i]f children are to take on the adult point of view, they have to deny their initial, empirically 
sound understanding” (1993: 473). Scrutinising processes of learning from this angle will highlight 
the further unintentional, incidental and random characteristic of learning apart from deliberate 
instructional teaching efforts. It is these kinds of worthwhile knowledge and ways of knowing 
specifically about Hawaiian cultural practices that they share with their families and significant 
others, that are of interest here.  
 
Key aspects of a theory of practice, within which this thesis is embedded, are motivation, desire, 
and the very relations by which social and culturally mediated experiences are available to persons-
in-practice27. An incentive to learn does not arise from the task to be learned itself. Manulani 
Meyer, a Native Hawaiian scholar, who is interested in Hawaiian epistemology,  understands the 
connection to one’s kumu, one’s source or origin (also your teacher), embodies an understanding of 
learning as a constant exchange between the environment, the gods, and the people (2003, 98). 
“[K]nowledge is found in the other, reflected off other, continued from other, nurtured through 
other” (2003, 112). Legitimate peripheral participation in a community of practice is motivated by 
the growing use value of participation, e.g. students being motivated to share what they learned 
with their parents, and by newcomers’ desires to become full practitioners - the motivation to want 
to know (Lave & Wenger 1991: 122).  
 
This motivation to take in cultural knowledge again influences the very social interactions, and 
furthermore processes of learning and distribution of that knowledge. The same applies to the 
parent, who is interested in and willing to learn from what his/her child says and/or shows.  As the 
Hawaiian scholar Manulani Meyer puts it, “the honor that we hold for our kumu affects how we 
listen” (2003: 164).  Respect is a central element not only in Hawaiian epistemology, but in all 
learning processes ever. It is centrally linked between gathering knowledge and the social relations 
involved with respect. If someone intending to share knowledge does not feel that someone 
supposedly wanting to learn is listening, the sharer of knowledge will not feel invited to share to 
share "this knowledge" without an overall feeling of respect. 
Looking at school sites with Lave & Wenger’s analytical perspective28 of Situated Learning, which 
                                                 
27Lave & Wenger 1991: 50. See also Ortner (1984) for more details on the theory of practice.  
28Lave & Wenger avoid the notion of “theory”, as they counter exactly that - a project of abstraction. Thus, they claim 
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are mostly extractions from ethnographies of apprenticeships, will allow perceiving schools as non-
typical formal learning sites. Instead, many everyday life activities at HCS will remind us of 
learning through apprenticeships. Along with F. Niyi Akinnaso, a linguist anthropologist, and his 
criteria distinguishing formal and informal ways of learning (1992), this thesis aims to reveal this 
categorisation as obsolete, even if merely regarded as theoretical concepts. Instead, Situated 
Learning refers to the negotiated character of meaning, a concerned (motivated) nature of learning 
activity that is neither solely based on deliberate teaching instruction (“formal” learning) nor on 
incidental (“informal”) ways of learning. It suggests a view of learning as a constitution between 
agent, activity and the world (ibid: 33). The student (agent) learns by being highly involved in 
hands-on learning activities at school, as well as through personal social interaction with teachers, 
staff and peers, resembling an ‘ohana.  
 
Finally, it is crucial to pose the question of what implications HCS have for Native Hawaiians’ self-
determination. Antonio Gramsci’s thoughts on hegemonic relations provide an analytical link 
between pedagogy and counter-hegemony, where any educational relation is concurrently seen as 
hegemonic, and vice versa. As processes of planned internalisation and debate of culture, education 
is a crucial condition for unfolding emotions, ways of thinking, patterns of regulation, interpersonal 
relationships, and thus, is an important chapter in the implementation of Native Hawaiian 
hegemony (Bernhard 2005: 120).29 Gramsci’s conceptual  linkage between leadership and 
education allows an application especially to the kumu, who engage in Hawaiian culturally 
embedded teaching of students with no or little cultural knowledge. Shifting between the position of 
“traditional” and “organic intellectuals”, the kumu operate as mediator between the ones governing 
in state services for education, and the ones who aim for self-governance, who are defined by active 
participation in practical life (Goodyear-Ka’opua 2005; Gramsci; cf. Crehan 2002: 141ff). Here, by 
applying the concept of organic intellectuals onto students I will propose a new perception of 
children and adolescents as knowledge producers and distributors, especially of long forgotten 
Hawaiian cultural knowledge. 
 
 
1.3. Personal motivation to learn 
 
In the following I will expound my personal motivation for this research, which I realised cycling 
back home from that Saturday afternoon at HCS 1 described in the beginning. It concurrently 
                                                                                                                                                                  
that “its theoretical significance derives from the richness of its interconnections: in historical terms, through time and 
across cultures” (1991: 39). In this sense, it is cognisable in the fashion of practice theories. 
29All quotations from Bernhard are my translation. 
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reflects my – if even just later realised – motivation to learn as ethnographer: 
 
Shortly after this idea of students as teachers to their families crossed my mind the two ladies [I sat 
together with at HCS 1] inevitably confronted me by asking why a young, female student from 
Europe like me came all the way and all by herself to Hawaii. Since I was not affiliated with any 
university department or study program that arranged this research, and also did not know anyone 
in Hawaii prior to my arrival, this was a justified question, indeed. Yet, for the first time I had a 
more substantial response on hand, as I could discern a parallel to my own biography. 
 
I grew up together with my siblings and single mother in Vienna, Austria, where we attended a 
semi-private Czech school. For those who do not live here or know Vienna it is relevant to mention 
that most people are not aware of the existence of this school. To attend a Czech school in Vienna 
without obvious Czech relatives and German as mother tongue is rather an unusual case. In school 
we would speak Czech, and at home German, since my mother is Austrian and does not know 
Czech. The Czech roots go back to my paternal grandmother, who knew Czech from her Czech 
mother. During the Nazi-regime she had been careful not to unveil being anything else than Aryan – 
for safety reasons, and assumingly for ideological reasons. Only after her death did I get to know 
that she was proficient in Czech and simply refused to speak to us or anyone else in her mother 
tongue.  
There are no doubt tremendous cultural and historical differences between the effects of the illegal 
annexation30 of Hawaii by westerners and those of the annexation of Austria to Nazi-Germany in 
1938. However, there is one, even if vague parallel: Many of my grandparent’s generation learned 
to forget about their cultural heritage, coming from Hungary, the former Czechoslovakia, Slovenia 
and other parts of the former Austro-Hungarian imperial and royal monarchy to Austria, where the 
majority assimilated by discontinuing to speak their mother tongue. Here and there they learned to 
forget and to omit passing on their cultural knowledge to the children, albeit under different 
circumstances, and for different reasons. So, loss of cultural knowledge and lack of proficiency in 
one’s language, and its subsequent resuscitation and perpetuation through the formal learning 
institution “school” and further on, knowledge negotiation through students are central topics and 
motivation for this research.  
                                                 
30In 1893 Hawai'i was illegally annexed as Territory of the United States through the overthrow of the Hawaiian 
Kingdom. (For more details see e.g. Silva 2004; Sai 2008). In 1959 Hawai’i became the 50th State of the United States 
of America. The usage of the notion of “colonisation” of Hawai'i is deliberately avoided, as Keanu Sai argues that since 
Hawaii was illegally annexed, never having been a colony of any state, the discourse of colonisation is misleading. See 
Keanu Sai's dissertation: < http://www.hawaiiankingdom.org/pdf/Dissertation(Sai).pdf>. However, beyond doubt, the 
traumatic, devastating and destroying effects of the occupation and eventual illegal annexation had similar effects as the 
experience of colonisation.  
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This will eventually question traditional understandings of elder “cultural experts” as main 
knowledge keepers, since children and adolescents are encouraged already at an early age to 
“spread the word”31. Old-fashioned theoretical concepts of “formal” and “informal” learning are too 
blurry and useless, as formal state-given structures are ruptured by the concept of HCS, inducing 
other (informal) forms of learning, and also representing acts of counter-hegemony and self-
determination. If not within those structures, these groups of Native Hawaiian teachers and 
advocates would find other ways to practice and resuscitate their cultural practices. Kalea, a teacher 
at HCS 1: 
 
[HCS 1] as a organisation, in order for us to stand on the vision and the mission, and keep to what 
we believe in, is to go back, revisit our mission, revisit our philosophy and just stay firm with 
that. We always face that: Oh no, we’re gonna get shut down, but it would not be [HCS 1] if it 
changes into something else. It’ll have the [HCS 1] name but it wouldn’t be the initial, or the 
original school that it started off with. So, whether you get shut down or whether you change, it 
doesn’t matter, because it’s going to be something else. So, I’m one of those, I’d rather die trying 
and get shut down, and at least I got shut down for believing and practicing what I believe in, 
instead of conforming to the norm (Interview, lines 66-74). 
 
 
1.4. Thesis structure 
 
This thesis starts with the listing of used methods in fieldwork in chapter two. Unlike the general 
style of academic papers, the reflection of my role as ethnographer in the field is outlined right at 
the outset, as it allows a better understanding of the frame of this field research, and thus its 
findings. Following that, chapter three deals with the theoretical framework of this thesis. Chapter 
four gives a rough insight into the general school system in Hawai’i, in which HCS are embedded.  
After that, the theoretical framework is approximated to the ethnographic material in chapter five. It 
scrutinises the ethnographic material gathered at several HCS. First, it looks at schools as 
“communities of practice” with its constituting legitimate peripheral participation, following Lave 
& Wenger’s model of Situated Learning (1991). In subchapters I then analyse the everyday life and 
protagonists involved in HCS. With this, we will get closer to the very meaning of Hawaiian 
practices of learning and teaching, and see what relevance it has in contemporary Hawai’i. This 
includes looking at how teachers as old-timers in these communities of practice talk, walk, work, 
and generally conduct their lives, as well as analyse expectations of adults on children and 
                                                 
31This notion was commonly mentioned by interviewed persons, indicating to not keep what they learn for themselves, 
but share it with their families and communities.  
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adolescents attending a Hawaiian charter school (HCS). After getting an idea of the adults’ points of 
view, I finally have a look at students’ own understanding of their role as knowledge distributor. 
This chapter is then completed with a subject that prevailed one of the charter schools, which 
displays an example of diverging conceptions, namely the matter of disrespect among students. 
 
Following that, in chapter six I analyse the well-established dichotomy between “formal” and 
“informal” learning. Subsequently, in the last chapter, the juxtaposition of academic rigorousness 
versus cultural knowledge is scrutinised, which is an important aspect of the broader setting of 
Hawaiian educational programs. This, along with the main findings of the previous chapters, will 
then be summed up in the conclusion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 16 
2. METHODS AND INITIAL THOUGHTS 
 
The research context for this thesis comprised a four months long stay in the city of Honolulu on 
the island of O’ahu, one of the seven populated islands in Hawai’i, from the middle of September 
2007 to the middle of January 2008. The research was generously supported by a grant provided 
from the University of Vienna32. Via email I previously contacted a HCS in Honolulu with the 
request to conduct research at their school. I asked to engage in participant observation, 
interviewing volunteering teachers, parents, and administrators, and distributing questionnaires to 
willing students. Besides my offer to provide help wherever help was needed, I attempted to 
implement various art projects in collaboration with teachers for students, which eventually did not 
take place.  
It was not totally clear whether the school could invite me, as it had to move to a new school site 
they had to build from scratch within several weeks the preceding summer - a task normally taking 
months. Yet, since public funding is not provided concerning infrastructure, community members, 
parents, teachers, students and advocates volunteered in building the temporary school campus. 
Naturally, this was highly taxing on staffers at the school, where this virtual burn-out was still 
discernible during my stay. Finally, the school allowed me to visit a minimum  of two days a week 
to observe and assist classes between October and December 2007, an interview with the principal, 
and to conduct surveys with willing students, who have the right to refuse publishing of certain 
information 33.  
 
 
2.1. Methods 
 
At the primary field site – HCS 1 - I took part in lessons, helped out at different events, for instance 
cleaning the campus site, or sanding paddles in the after-school canoe club. I also provided a lesson 
about Vienna and Austria, and one about the Hawaiian King Kalakaua’s visit to Vienna in 1881 for 
two multi-grade classes ranging between 7th and 9th grade. The second lesson was especially 
interesting for teachers, as I provided information about the beloved Hawaiian King Kalakaua from 
a European perspective.34  
                                                 
32Förderungsstipendiums nach §§  63-67 StudFG 1992 idgF' 
33Email from May 30th 2007. 
34
Most information I gathered from the book “Der König von Hawaii in Wien 1881. Der Besuch des polynesischen 
Herrschers Kalakaua“ by the Austrian ethnologist Karl Wernhart. Additionally, I was lucky to have had access to a 
documentary called “Aloha im Dreivierteltakt”, which was made by the Austrian public TV-station “ORF”, and was 
screened on Austrian public TV just a couple of weeks prior to the lesson I provided in Hawai'i. It is a portrait of King 
Kalakaua's extensive travelling world tour in 1881 and reveals the influence of the Viennese Waltz on the music in 
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Additionally, I visited another HCS in Honolulu on five non-consecutive days, where I distributed 
the majority of student questionnaires I prepared for this research. I also had the chance to visit a 
conversion charter school (CCS), and spent a day at another Hawaiian charter school – HCS 3 – on 
a different Hawaiian island. The lesson about King Kalakaua served as a reciprocal act at schools I 
only visited for one or a couple of days, where I was interested in student’s (and teacher’s) 
responses to questions surrounding this thesis. Especially at HCS 3, this short lesson opened up 
space for discussion, and generally relaxed the atmosphere between the students, teachers, and me. 
Additionally, to conceive a basic idea of public and private schools, I was invited at one regular 
public elementary school for two days, and interviewed two teachers at the well-known private 
school Punahou, where I also had the chance to take part in one lesson. However, the data gathered 
from these schools only served as rough comparison to the main research field, which are HCS.  
 
In detail, during participant observation I put all information from informal talks and observations 
into a small notebook. At the end of the day I typed in my notes in my electronic notebook35. In this 
phase I already started using the method of Grounded Theory by Anselm Strauss and Barney Glaser 
(1967), and developed codes which I deduced out of notes, doing so-called “open coding”36. I also 
developed codes from transcribed interviews, student questionnaires, and relevant literature.  
 
All in all I conducted 26 interviews with teachers, administrators, parents, one brother of a student, 
one student, as well as educational experts37. Of those 26 interviews 21 were transcribed and 
analysed in accordance to the topic of this thesis. The remaining five interviews with three 
educational experts and two teachers from Punahou38 function as rough reference to a framework of 
comparison. Depending on available time interviews lasted between 20 minutes and 1 ½ hours. 
Transcribed and analysed recorded and unrecorded interview material comprised approximately 19 
hours and 20 minutes. I worked out different guidelines of interview questions according to the 
profession and relationship to students (e.g. parents), which functioned as an approximate indicator 
for semi-structured interviews39. Thus, I developed individual interviews for teachers, for parents 
and a sibling, for administrators, for educational experts and for a student. The guideline of 
                                                                                                                                                                  
Hawai'i, and King Kalakaua's affinity with the Viennese music and culture within a Christian society. Unfortunately, it 
was only in German, however, I was able to show some scenes to the students and finally invited them to try out 
dancing the Waltz.  
35Mostly I refer to what Bernard writes about participant observation, making fieldnotes and encoding data (1995) . 
36Additionally helpful was Böhm's article “Theoretisches Codieren: Textanalyse in der Grounded Theory” (2007). 
37It is hard to distinguish between these categories, as some administrators are also teachers, parents and siblings 
provide lessons at school or teachers become educational and/or “cultural” experts. Furthermore, this 
indistinguishability is feature and praxis of the strong connection between families and school and thus highlights the 
importance of 'ohana, as well as the multifaceted scope of kumu. 
38Punahou is considered the best private University prepatory K-12 school in the state of Hawaii. Also, Barack Obama, 
44th President of the United States, attended this school. 
39I refer to the work on methodology of Gläser & Laudel, 2004. 
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interview questions were adapted according to the school or institution the interviewee worked at, 
or the kin to the student. A list of questions served as a golden thread, however, every interview 
developed its own core themes depending on the stories interviewees shared. Giving them sufficient 
time to respond, they thoroughly got to think about questions, which resulted in both an eclectic 
interview data, as well as many recurring topics.  
The interviews were mostly conducted at school sites, in public spaces, or in cafés. I recorded all 
interviews, except for two, where one interviewee wished not to be recorded.  
 
The extensive amount of interview data was primarily due to my lack of “objectively” reviewing at 
the time how much data was indeed needed for the scope of this thesis. As a result it was hard to 
leave out data, and even after deciding to transcribe and analyse only a sample, the process of 
coding the material reached an extensive capacity. Mostly from interviews, I distilled 120 codes in 
13 categories, whereas many of them also function simply as a quick finder of certain topics in 
different texts (interview transcripts, notes etc.). I deliberately extracted freely topics that came up, 
and later made a choice from the numerous codes relevant for this thesis. Thus, the reducing phase 
of extracting codes that comprise several similar topics, as the Grounded Theory suggests, e.g. for 
anything related to “family and school relations”, shifted to the phase after extracting codes: the 
selection of several relevant codes that deal with “family and school relations”. The reason for this 
admittedly time consuming method lies in the intention to be able to use the gathered material for 
future research, where topics not discussed here can provide a past link and comparison. Hence, one 
can reckon the structure of this thesis, which represents rather one “slice of a big cake” of data.  
 
The main effort of this thesis is to pay closer attention to the children’s and adolescents’ 
perspective, as they have different conceptualisations of the lived-in world than adults (Toren 
1993). As main protagonists, and “receiver” of services of the learning institution “school”, they 
demand primary attention. Hence, prior to field research I intended to organise group discussions 
with volunteering students. The choice of this method rested on the assumption and literature40 that 
within smaller groups and among peers, students would feel more comfortable talking in presence 
of not only an outsider, but also an adult. However, administrating this turned out to be more 
challenging than expected. Also, I presumed that my merely superficial relationship to students 
would not invite them to talk freely, probably not even in front of their peers. Thus, I decided for a 
written questionnaire, which would allow on the one hand anonymous responses, and on the other 
hand comparably more time to answer (and reflect) than within an open discussion.  
 
                                                 
40Especially Watson-Gegeo's & Bogg's (1977) article about speech events among Hawaiian children. 
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It was up to teachers whether they would let students fill it out during school lessons or at home. 
Students at HCS 1 had the opportunity to voluntarily fill it out during the lesson, or take it home. 
Unfortunately, out of 46 students in two classes only seven filled-out questionnaires were returned. 
My assumption for this lack of returned questionnaires is that it was too much effort for students 
and their parents to sign the consent form, agreeing for their child to fill out the questionnaire, as 
requirement of the school.41 At another Hawaiian charter school - HCS 2 - I was allowed to 
distribute questionnaires to all in all 67 students between 5th and 12th grade without the need of 
consent forms, which makes a total of 74 student questionnaires. However, here data was slightly 
distorted, as in some classes students were required to fill out the questionnaire during lesson, 
which was coupled with receiving a good grade at the end of the first school term42. However, 
students were aware that the teacher would not read their answers, but that the questionnaire would 
be handed directly to me.  
 
The anonymous questionnaire asked for age, gender and grade, and contained seven openly 
designed questions. Again, I extracted codes out of topics that came up frequently, but also created 
codes of those that appeared only once or twice when they seemed interesting for the research 
purpose. I created a detailed statistic of all content mentioned and summed up certain topics 
according to their categorical similarity.  
In this thesis all names of people, institutions and places are anonymised, albeit several Hawaiian 
authors stress the importance of using the real names, as hereby true resources are disclosed 
(Goodyear-Ka’opua 2005, Meyer 2003: 140, Nakanishi 2000). Although it was aimed to follow this 
line of thought, after several months of writing and reflecting on this method, it became obvious 
that certain information that are disclosed here might harm a specific institution or certain people. It 
was still important to include them in order to reflect the complex challenges HCS are facing in 
their operation, yet also in order to provide reflection for those working inside - from an outsider.  
 
 
2.2. To begin with, some reflections as ethnographer 
 
After my arrival in September I learned that not many teachers at HCS 1 knew about my 
appearance and research plans, and I reckoned that within my available time for field work my 
                                                 
41The fact that students took it home and then assumingly forgot about it, might be another reason for the little number 
of returned filled out questionnaires. Amelia Borofsky, who did a similar research with alumni of Hawaiian charter 
schools, reported that only 18 percent of all possible graduates responded to her survey (2008). However, other reasons 
might as well include parents’ discontent with this research. 
42It was one of the last lessons before Christmas when the first term ended and thus came quite “handy” for the Arts 
teacher to get some more active cooperation from the students in his lesson. 
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original research questions and time-consuming methods would have had to be revised. 
Additionally, there was a feeling of burn-out among teachers and administrators of the school, 
which was confirmed by one administrator mentioning that one could make out those involved 
working through the summer break, who were simply tired and stressed. These preconditions, the 
fact that exceptionally many new students arrived that school year, the incessant struggle for 
financial resources, as well as scepticism towards me as a young, European student staying only for 
a few months, created an awkward research setting. Especially the latter condition was crucial and 
thus asks for reflection for understanding conditions within which this data was gathered.  
 
2.2.1. Anthropology in Hawai’i 
 
As White & Tengan had pointed out in the first thorough analysis of the relationship between 
anthropologists and Native Hawaiians, anthropological research conducted in Native Hawaiian 
communities were rarely of any profit for local communities (2001). Although the “Nanakuli 
project”, which analysed living conditions of Native Hawaiians, resulting in the creation of the 
“Kamehameha Early Education Program” (KEEP) used anthropological and psychological research 
methods to develop an early education program, bridging between the observer and the observed 
still remained an unsuccessful task. As long as the researchers have few ties – social, political, or 
intellectual – to the communities it studies, the binary myth of otherness will prevail. This also 
tends to be perpetuated by indigenous scholars when “separate” (or “foreign”) is easily equated with 
“antagonistic”. The difficulty, yet concurrent opportunity for (foreign) anthropological researchers 
working on Hawaiian issues is that notions of “fieldwork”, “anthropology”, “indigenous culture”, 
are not fixed but negotiable (White & Tengan 2001). This challenge remains in deconstructing 
assumptions about the purposes of this actual research, the profit for the local community – Native 
Hawaiians and advocates of indigenous educational self-determination. As Bradley Levinson asks 
concerning the social commitment of the educational ethnographer:  
 
To whom and for whom do we write? Must our audiences (academic, popular, site-specific) be 
mutually exclusive? Must we develop separate documents and different languages for 
communicating to these audiences? (1998: 91) 
 
According to my thesis and research in HCS schools, this thesis is an attempt by responding “no” 
for several reasons: First, my primary (social) commitment to the intellectual community does not 
outweigh the one to people I “study”, as is commonly perceived of most anthropologists’ praxis 
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(Levinson 1998: 86)43. My commitment to the two differing groups is mutual. Displaying a linkage 
between these communities of practice (University, HCS, regular public schools etc.) is not present 
to scale them according to one’s preference, doomed to be a misleading task. It is commonly 
inferred that ethnographers conceive themselves as students, or children in an unfamiliar field site: 
“The student that is the ethnographer must forever be willing to learn, must expect to learn, and 
must expect, therefore, to be forever ignorant”44. Yet, as newcomers ethnographers enter and 
influence different communities of practice according to different qualities of knowledge they have 
already obtained. Therefore, this requires a perception of oneself as a relative student as well as 
teacher within and across specific communities of practice. As an ethnographer and student I am a 
newcomer within the community of practice of my research field as much as within the academic 
field of anthropology. Still, in each case I obtain as well as distribute different kind of knowledge 
(e.g. in the HCS by talking about King Kalakaua’s visit to Vienna, at conferences by talking about 
my research).  
Thus, stating more or less commitment in one or another field simply perpetuates a dichotomy 
between the “local” and the “academic”. It extracts anything academic and theoretical out of the 
“local” field, and vice versa. This train of thought will be addressed in more depth further below in 
chapter seven, “’Academically rigorous’ versus ‘culturally-based’”. 
 
Second, and highly linked to the first point, is the belief that a divers audience does not necessarily 
need different languages. As Sabine A. Deiringer states, whether one is an anthropologist more 
familiar with Europe or with Hawaiian issues determines one’s conceptions of a research as 
“’merely’ a specific version of what you already know”: 
 
[T]he reception of generalisations and how we generate them by way of evoking groups, regions, 
cultures, and so forth, among other things depends on how close, culturally, the anthropological 
practice, audience and data in question are45.  
 
Some readers might be more interested in theoretical discussions, others more in outcomes of the 
empirical data while inevitably everyone reads generalisations differently. It is thus an invitation for 
                                                 
43
It is inevitable to also take into account conditions at my “intellectual community”, the University of Vienna. Here, 
loosely deep rooted interactions between students and teachers in popular disciplines, as social and cultural 
anthropology, are not uncommon. This is primarily due to underfunded personnel, lectures and facilities, and thus a lack 
of time to create a more substantial exchange between teacher and student. In an email exchange with Dr. Haas, 
secretary at the Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology of Vienna, she confirmed that for a total of 621 
Bachelor students, five Master students, 2056 Diploma students, and 155 PhD students, there are about 48 potential 
supervisors, whereas eight of them do not wish to supervise more than one thesis (Email exchange from June 5th 2008). 
Unsurprisingly, this lack of supervision allowed space to create stronger bonds towards other communities of practice. 
44Noblit, 1999: 8; see also Goodyear-Ka'opua 2005; Meyer 2003. 
45Deiringer, S.A., paper presentation at the annual AAA conference in San Francisco, 21 November 2008. 
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each reader to single out what is of primary interest, yet also to read those chapters with a “different 
language”46.  
 
Third, this thesis is an effort to bridge the gap between working areas of anthropologists and those 
of interlocutors we write about by reversing it to a praxis of writing also for them.I might fail 
tragically in this attempt, whereas this is preferred to leaving the opportunity of bridging efforts 
unused.  
 
However, the question rests on how researchers foreign to Hawai’i can stretch the notion of 
“fieldwork” or “anthropology” to be more sound and trustworthy especially towards a local 
community. Lynette Cruz, a Native Hawaiian anthropologist, states that 
 
(…) anthropology seems to lack protocol… folks going into the field automatically believe that 
their academic credentials give them the ‘right’ to access information about their 
subjects/objects of study […] I felt that my contribution, as an anthropologist, was to tell a story 
about us as a people keeping ourselves intact in a global economy … I don’t really care about--- 
anthropological thinking  unless it helps people to see clearly the power imbalances and gives 
them hope that things can change for the better (cf. White & Tengan 2001: 398).  
 
I included my personal story, my motivation for this research in order to gain trust in my 
interlocutors; yet most importantly to simply “tell my story”. I revealed what I would interpret as Ty 
K. Tengan’s appeal to researchers to display their genealogy not only in a methodological and 
theoretical manner, but in one’s personal ambition for conducting research in a foreign place47. 
According to Manulani Meyer, among other things knowledge is defined by its roots in the personal 
(2003). Concretely, my encounter is less conceivable as sharing my story, but rather releasing my 
trigger for a story that eventually is not solely mine anymore. Through its parallel character with the 
stories I encountered in the field it became one among many, and remained particularly “my” story 
only for me personally.  
However, this personal trigger for conducting research in a foreign place is not sole determinant for 
good research, helpful reflection, even empowerment for local groups. As Levinson writes about 
practices in educational research, there is a dangerous orthodoxy “which measures degrees of 
empowering collaboration at the research site to determine its value” (1998: 89). Empowering 
collaboration has increasingly become part of recent anthropology and has a promising future in 
                                                 
46Here, this will even more be the case, as I do not write in my native language. 
47Paper presentation “Genealogies: Articulating indigenous anthropology in/of Oceania”, at the annual AAA in San 
Francisco, November 2008. 
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reconfiguring the discipline. This is discernible in the annual AAA’s 2008 conference topic 
“Inclusion, Collaboration & Engagement”48. Yet, research omitting a preceding “master plan” that 
is defined by inclusion and empowerment of the local group one intends to write about, cannot be a 
requiring determinant for valuable insights, both for academic discussion and as reflection for local 
communities. As mentioned above, equipped with few prior ideas, my revelation of the research 
purpose first came when I sat outside the school listening to a mother,who told her rousing story. 
The leading research question was not solely defined by my interlocutors’ collaboration. Still, their 
contributions inspired its formulation, namely, to scrutinise children’s and adolescents’ role as 
knowledge distributors in contemporary Hawai’i.  
 
To put it in a nutshell, the question of collaboration, of the relative social commitment to one or 
another field we work in, is highly linked with circumstances in different fields, in different 
communities of practice. I am aware of the fact that “people with whom I study” do deserve the 
first product before I prepare what I want out of the study (Noblit 1999: 11). Nevertheless, I have to 
consider aspects, like time, acceptance in the field by interlocutors etc. that easily let rest basic 
ethical values as ethnographer within an abstract, theoretical realm. This ethnography is the result 
of this balancing act.
                                                 
48<http://dev.aaanet.org/meetings/presenters/theme_chrisman.cfm> 
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3. THEORETICAL EMBEDEDNESS 
 
 
Before the outline of the frame of theory used for the analysis of the ethnographic material, it is 
important to get a rough idea of historical developments within the sub-discipline Anthropology of 
Education. Broadly speaking, a gradual focus towards practice, social agent - especially children 
and adolescents -, and particularity is discernible.49 This ethnography shall reflect these premises.50 
 
 
3.1. A brief historical outline of influences on anthropology of childhood 
 
The interest in children, adolescents, upbringing and education has a long tradition within the 
discipline of anthropology. However, according to Sue Wright “there is no one ‘anthropology of 
education’, only different traditions over time and in space shaped by local practices” (cf. Street 
2004: 2). Within the United States, the AAA Council on Anthropology and Education (CAE) started 
to provide a platform with its journal Anthropology & Education Quarterly, and thus research on 
educational and learning matters have a long tradition. In contrast, within the United Kingdom the 
rejection of Malinowski’s functionalism in the 1940’s concurred with a lack of interest in education 
and learning processes; study areas that were left to sociologists and cultural studies (Street: ibid). 
However, in the last decades increasing research has been done in this field, inspired by figures like 
Maurice Bloch, David Parkin and Talal Asad (ibid).  
Yet, Levinson et al locate a fatigue among U.S.-American anthropologists concerning matters of 
education, school or studies of childhood, areas that are regarded as “too applied” (1996: 20f). The 
authors discern this avoidance from a sweep of critical cultural theory over anthropology with an 
interest in new mass media and the implicit suggestion of its more powerful effects in socialisation 
and identity formation (ibid: 18ff). Consequently, many critical theories emerged within Cultural 
Ctudies in the UK, written by Stuart Hall, Paul Willis etc.  At the same time many theories written 
by U.S.-Americans have been adopted more frequently by anthropologists in the UK, like Jean 
Lave et al (ibid: 21). 
 
For reasons of contentual relevance - indigenous education, U.S.-school system etc. - this paper will 
                                                 
49There are different relationships between anthropology and education in different countries, like Germany, the USA, 
Great Britain or Denmark. Contentwise there is a distinction between, e.g. Great Britain on the one side and Germany, 
Austria and Denmark on the other. In the former country “education” is understood solely as formal schooling. In the 
latter group of countries the concept of “Bildung” and “dannelse” comprises a broader field of learning. However, in 
recent years in Great Britain several ethnographies take into account other fields of learning and education besides 
school (Wright 2005).  
50It would go beyond the scope of this thesis to list different trends within the Anthropology of Education. A good 
overview is provided e.g. by Levinson et al (1996), Levinson et al (2000) and Spindler & Spindler (2000). 
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focus primarily on theoretical trends in the United Kingdom and the United States. However, 
literature from indigenous scholars and German-speaking literature is included accordingly, which 
thus reflects the eclectic character of this thesis. 
 
3.1.1. “Psychological” influences 
 
Earliest influences on the Anthropology of Education were closely tied to the emergence of 
Anthropology of Childhood and originated in the field of psychology through Jean Piaget’s 
Developmental approach. This theoretical framework preached an evolutionary model of irrational 
children,who would steadily move towards becoming rationally thinking adults.51 Underlying this 
was the belief in a fundamentally differing thinking of children and adults, whereas Piaget conceded 
children to be actively involved in constituting understandings of their lived-in world. Processes of 
cognitive development were seen as universal phenomena. For his missing account of cultural 
variations, as well as his lack of interest in the child’s social life and experiences, Piaget was 
accordingly criticised. Critics came not only from anthropologists, who were a priori more 
interested in non-western concepts of childhood, but also from psychologists. 
 
A big influence of Piaget on anthropology was manifested through the Culture and Personality 
School in the United States in the early 1940’s. A major figure of this school was Edward Sapir, 
whose account of culture equalling personality organisation demanded a closer look at children in 
order to understand the development of personality, and thus culture. Margaret Mead adopted 
Piaget’s ideas, concluding that over time and in the absence of any explicit formal education 
children simply take on adults’ personality. Also, the developmental theorist Erik Erikson highly 
influenced this school of thought with his understanding of culture by examining the early 
“enculturation” of people.52  
Despite criticism on the simplistic equation of culture and personality, this deterministic approach 
prevailed in a new school of thought, namely the Socialisation Theory. This approach became 
popular in the United States between the 50’s and 70’s, whereas its ideology still dominates 
contemporary theories and everyday life ways of thinking. The main argument comprises the idea 
of a mechanism whereby social roles are (unalterably) replicated in successive generations. This 
theory follows a similar evolutionary linear scheme of children moving from immaturity to 
maturity, from incompetence to competence, from being asocial to becoming social. However, 
opposed to Developmental Theorists, Socialisation theorists did not grant children the ability to be 
                                                 
51If not otherwise mentioned, in this overview of different theoretical paradigms I refer to Peggy Froerer's lecture 
“Anthropological and Psychological Perspectives on Learning” at Brunel University, spring-term 2007. 
52
“Culture: possibilities and consequences”, by Hervé Varenne: 
<http://varenne.tc.columbia.edu/hv/edu/anthredu/anthredu-first.html>  
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actively engaged in constituting their own understandings of the world, but saw them as passive 
recipients of adult knowledge.  
 
3.1.2. Practice Theory 
 
Self-explanatory, the Practice Theory by Pierre Bourdieu, whose impact goes well beyond the field 
of anthropology (of education), cannot be missed here. The theory’s emphasis on the body, practices 
and actions in processes of learning within a system of symbolic meaning we call “culture”, allows 
to perceive subjects as social agents of their own lived-in world. The “system” can be produced and 
reproduced, transformed and changed through human action and interaction. However, the 
individual is also constrained by it, and thus controlled in how it perceives and engages with the 
world. (Bourdieu 1977). Through the study of “practice” Bourdieu suggests an examination of how 
this control is reproduced, yet he was less interested in its transformation. He has been criticised for 
this lack of interest and his determining concept of the “system” and “habitus”, apparently forever 
determining an individual’s disposition. In that way, his approach resembles the Socialisation 
theory, whereas he allows positions of agency within habitus. Despite all criticism, the importance 
of Bourdieu’s notion of practice, of actions performed by social agents remains highly influential in 
any social research (Ortner 1984). Paul Willis’ well-known study “Learning to Labour” presents one 
of the first works moving behind deterministic structural Marxism and poststructural, productivist 
discourse analysis. It describes British “lads”  in school as active participants, who constitute 
subjectivities through cultural forms they produce (Willis 1977). 
 
3.1.3. Bambie Schieffelin, Elinor Ochs, and the theory of 
Interactionalism 
 
In their work “Language Socialisation across Cultures” the linguistic anthropologists Elinor Ochs 
and Bambi Schieffelin draw on the Socialisation theory with an influence of Bourdieu’s practice 
theory, locating themselves within a theory of Interactionalism. “Active socialisation” and “active 
learning” focus on social interaction as main influence on one’s perceptions and understanding, 
with individuals being the agents of their own actions. Caregivers may make explicit practices 
produced within habitus (e.g. mimicking), however, children are equally active contributors to 
meanings, and thus not passive in the process of socialisation. Hence, little children do as well 
educate adults to be carers. Language socialisation is part of any socialisation, and enables children 
to become competent, knowledgeable participants in their own group, creating own ways of 
knowing about the world (Schieffelin & Ochs 1986).  
This constitutes a major critic on prevalent Socialisation theories, and forms a theoretical base 
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relevant for the present ethnography. However, here students are not only seen as agents in 
producing meaning, but more specifically as agents in selecting relevantly conceived knowledge to 
be distributed to their families and/or significant others. They become interpreter and meaning 
maker by giving preference to specific knowledge they regard as interesting for their parents, 
siblings  etc.. By acting socially sensitive they not only practice social learning. They furthermore 
take on the role of ”cultural experts”, as they obtain certain knowledge their family and/or 
significant others most likely do not have. This process greatly influences the shape of knowledge 
resuscitation of Hawaiian cultural practices and language, which eventually challenges the common 
equation of teachers with adults. 
 
Another difference between this thesis and Schieffelin & Ochs’ work is the linguistic approach that 
is not reflected here. Although linguistic matters are naturally of significance in cultural 
revitalisation, here nonverbal, body-related communication receives more attention. In her article 
”Interactional Style and Nonverbal Meaning: Mazahua Children Learning How to be Separate-but-
Together”, Ruth Paradise states that nonverbal interaction is less often recognised as a socio-cultural 
phenomenon, which in itself is relevant to the learning process (1994: 155). Paradise does not speak 
against a linguistic approach, but argues for a complementation of sociolinguistic approaches with 
an “experiential value-oriented perspective on the meanings embedded in particular interactional 
styles” (ibid: 168). Although she speaks solely of nonverbal communicative patterns between 
mothers and toddlers, in general those patterns are conceivable as experienced meanings “more 
fundamental, in the cultural organisation of ideas then what they [informants] can verbalize” 
(LeVine; cf. Paradise 1994: 163). Christina Toren (1993), whose theory will be introduced in the 
following subchapter, relates to this matter in the following way:  
 
As children we learned to speak not only because around us other people did so, but because our 
embodied experience of relatively invariant material processes, mediated by our relations with 
others, gave us a reliable basis for being certain (ibid: 470). For young children this material 
‘sub-text’ may be more powerful and more salient than spoken attitudes that are concerned to 
deny it (ibid: 466). 
 
Those interpretations, which students make of practices that their teachers perform beside - or 
opposed to - their spoken attitudes are of interest here. 
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3.2. Christina Toren and Intersubjectivity 
 
Similar to the theory of interactionalism, the theory of intersubjectivity focuses more on social 
relationships than activities per se. Christina Toren is interested in deconstructing the dichotomy 
between the a-historical, psychologically influenced understanding of cognition as opposed to 
culture – between the individual and society, body and mind. Hence, the differentiation between 
biology (cognition) and culture (social interaction) is questioned. She counters this discourse since 
human cognition is inherently social. Human intentionality and actions are based on innate inter-
subjectivity, which are mediated by social relations with others (1993: 467). This history of social 
relations we engage in through life mediate meanings we make and communicate. However, we 
also learn to forget:  
 
If children are to take on the adult point of view, they have to deny their initial, empirically 
sound understanding (ibid: 473).  
 
With respect to the historically structured states of our nervous system, a “biology of cognition” 
declares dichotomies between perception and cognition, emotional and rational and consequently 
between universalism and relativism as obsolete (ibid: 468). 
From this train of thought also derives the belief of children as a-social individuals, who gradually 
become social / cultural through actions performed upon it by others, in particular adults. This 
central critique on Socialisation theories implicates that the child is made the locus of a split 
between “individual” and “society”53, which denies the child’s – and thus any humans - innate 
ability to be not only products, but producers of history: 
 
If society (…) cannot be located in individuals for they are by definition the antithesis of 
society, so it has to be outside and above individuals, a system that is greater than the sum of its 
parts, an abstraction. From this theoretical perspective we are forever in a dilemma that we can 
never resolve ([1989] 1996: 60). There is no society and there are no individuals – only the 
social relations in and through which we become who we are in play, in work, in eating 
together, in conversation, in war, in ritual, in love, and in debate (ibid: 63). 
 
Toren argues that in order to understand this process of being both objects and subjects of one’s own 
collective and personal history, anthropologists have to pay closer attention to how children 
constitute themselves as mature persons (474). Further on, even though we learn to deny our 
                                                 
53Christina Toren argues that as an “idea society brings ‘culture’ in its train”, for they implicate the same concept of 
entity ([1989] 1996: 62). 
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specific way of understanding; what we know remains an integral part of the adult’s concept. Since 
“adults communicate to children what they know, rather than what they say they know” this 
“suggests that we cannot fully understand relations between adults unless we investigate what 
children know about these relations and how they know it” (1993: 473).  
As much as this is obvious, the present thesis is less concerned with the cognitive, neuro-biological 
aspects of what children’s interpretations can tell us about the general way of human thinking. Yet, 
 
the challenge for the anthropologist is to analyse the processes that make it possible for children 
to lead effective lives in terms of ideas that are an inversion of those held by their parents and 
other adults (1993: 463).  
 
The present paper follows this train of thought by looking at what students perpetuate of Hawaiian 
cultural practices and values acquired at school. It means taking stock of students’ “initial, 
empirically sound understanding”, which is apparently lost when taking on the adults’ point of view. 
Hence, the historical dimension Toren proposes is slightly different in two ways: First, here 
children’s and adolescents’ history of social relations - those with teachers and peers at school - 
create the content they communicate further on to elder generations (and secondary to peers and 
younger generations, e.g. younger siblings). Second, children and adolescents are perceived as 
distributor of knowledge they are assumed to deny by growing up. Thus, besides the phenomenon  
of resuscitated cultural knowledge that is otherwise feared to be lost, the understanding children and 
adolescents learn to forget is of relevance. 
 
However, it is not intended to illustrate a “rescue analogy” between cultural practices that are in 
danger of being lost and apparently denied insights one makes at a younger age. No doubt, the 
revitalisation of cultural knowledge is of great relevance for teachers, kupuna (cultural experts) and 
advocates of Native Hawaiian practices. Yet children and adolescent, especially in context of being 
schooled, are often defined in respect to future achievements; in what they are expected to know by 
a certain point in time, e.g. by the end of a school year, graduation etc. Yet this thesis particularly 
scrutinises the children’s and adolescents’ perception of their lived-in world in the here and now. 
Furthermore, how these processes are accepted, produced, reproduced, and contested; how children 
and adolescents are conceived as social agents, as knowledge distributors of their lived-in world. 
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3.3. Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger’s theory of “Situated Learning” 
 
As a theory from the United States, Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger’s work “Situated Learning” has 
had noticeable impact on studies within the United Kingdom (Levinson et al 1996: 21, fn. 52), and 
transdisciplinary fields.54 With the learning model of “Legitimate Peripheral Participation” (LPP), 
and the well-established notion of communities of practice55, they provide a tool to grasp learning 
as inherent in any social process, which occurs in a synergy of agent, activity and the lived-in 
world. The model of LPP detects the process of learning as moving within a community of practice 
(e.g. apprenticeship) from peripheral positions, having little knowledge, to more-intense 
participation. Learning is embedded in social practice, e.g. in learning how to behave properly 
towards other social agents. It is always situated and entwined in active participation. As soon as 
newcomers acquiesce the community’s standards, their learning is legitimate (ibid: 35). LPP regards 
sustained learning as changing persons as well as communities of practice, and thus invites one to 
think of learning as embodying the structural characteristics of a community of practice. The 
broadly peripheral perspective of apprentices, in this case students, allows them to “gradually 
assemble a general idea of what constitutes the practice of the community” (1991: 95), namely the 
school as a community of practice. This includes getting adjusted to what constitutes this practice of 
the school, of  
 
who is involved; what they do; what everyday is like; how masters talk, walk, work, and 
generally conduct their lives; how people who are not part of the community of practice interact 
with it; what other learners are doing; and what learners need to learn to become full 
practitioners. It includes an increasing understanding of how, when, and about what old-timers 
collaborate, collude, and collide, and what they enjoy, dislike, respect, and admire. In particular, it 
offers exemplars (which are grounds and motivation for learning activity), including masters, 
finished products, and more advanced apprentices in the process of becoming full practitioners 
(ibid). 
 
Yet, periphery is seen equally as empowering and weakening according to one’s awareness and 
                                                 
54For instance, Gillian Evans' study on '”Educational Failure and Working Class White Children in Britain”, 
respectively her presentation “Ethnography as a Learning Phenomenon: Lessons from Educational Failure in Britain” at 
the Conference “After Ethnography? Anthropology, Education and the Knowledge Economy”, University of Oxford, 
June 2008. I am thankful to Gillian Evans for reminding me of this theory's application not only to my research topic, 
but to my position as ethnographer in the field. Jean Lave's impact on anthropological studies and transdisciplinary 
fields has been acknowledged at the annual AAA conference in 2008 with a Career Achievement Award from the AAA, 
as well as the George and Louise Spindler Award from the Council on Anthropology and Education (CAE). 
55For instance, Paul Duguid's presentation at the annual AAA meeting was entitled “’Community of practice’ as 
wanderwort”, where he applies this concept to the emergence of trademark law in the United States. 
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access to interchange with related communities of practice56 (Lave & Wenger: 1991: 36). 
Furthermore, Lave & Wenger’s detachment of learning and education from schooling, from “formal 
education” not only includes informal settings into definitions of learning, but also outlines a 
challenge to the differentiation between formal and informal learning. It is especially suspenseful to 
follow the authors’ urge to apply this model of learning, which derives mostly from ethnographies 
of apprenticeships, to school sites as “formal” educational setting. This application raises questions 
about the relations between school and its embedded community in terms of developing “identities 
of mastery” and between the world of schooling and the world of adults more generally (ibid: 41). 
Most importantly, Lave & Wenger assume that  
 
such an investigation would afford a better context for determining what students learn and what 
they do not, and what it comes to mean for them, than would a study of the curriculum of 
instructional practices (1991: 41).  
 
Thus, analytical tools of social agent, activity and the world help us to move away from a 
perception of learning deeply interrelated with pedagogical models of intentional instruction, which 
prevails in many school settings. Consequently, the suggestion that learning is immanent in any 
social process and/or interaction also points us to another assumption. Namely, that “formal” (e.g. 
schools) and “informal” (e.g. within the family) learning settings comprise both types of learning, 
albeit to different degrees. There have been discussions about the misleading and artificial 
distinction between “formal” and “informal” ways of learning (Lave 1982; Strauss 1984; Akinnaso 
1992) and between schools and apprenticeship education (Singleton 1989; Buechler 1989). For 
instance, Japanese pottery apprenticeship is a formalised educational institution within which one 
can observe patterns of (informal) enculturation (Buechler 1989). Buechler extends this view by 
claiming that apprenticeship is conceivable as a third alternative to formal and informal education. 
  
HCS can be deconstructed as formal learning sites when its overlap with learning and instructional 
aspects of apprenticeship are revealed. They suggest two insights: First, a “formal” educational 
setting like the school is site of several different ways of learning – “formal”, “informal” or similar 
to apprenticeships..Second, for Hawaiians the ‘ohana is such an important aspect of everyday life 
that it would rather seem odd if it was not reflected in educational implementations. These 
indigenous ideas of learning processes have many similarities to Lave & Wenger’s model of 
learning. Thus, a conjunction can be a fruitful theoretical exchange for both sides, indigenous 
scholars and those interested in socio-cultural anthropological learning theories. 
                                                 
56Importantly, participation does not lead to a centre of knowledge but to full participation. For more details see Lave & 
Wenger, 1991: 34 ff. 
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3.4. The Cultural Production of the Educated Person 
 
Another anthropological concept is relevant for the nexus of culture, education and counter-
hegemony within critical educational studies: “The Cultural Production of the Educated Person” 
(Levinson et al 1996) provides a tool “to better understand the resources for, and constraints upon, 
social action – the interplay of agency and structure – in a variety of educational institutions”. In 
order to perceive historical and cultural characteristics of  the “products” of education, and with it 
conflicts that arouse among different kinds of schooling, Levinson et al suggest the idea of the 
“educated person” (ibid: 3).  
Ethnographies in this co-edited book are categorised according to three major conceptual points.57 
The majority of the presented ethnographies deal with school sites, where students, teachers, 
parents and others contest corresponding practices at schools. In most cases students struggle with a 
gap between their own cultural background and the one imposed by school. Usually it is a struggle 
between indigenous or ethnic minority groups and a competitively oriented pedagogy infused 
within a western school model.58  
 
In case of HCS this type of contestation is pushed a step further. As an institution it has already 
been constituted as fruitful effort of (continuing) Native Hawaiian self-determination within the 
struggle of public schooling. The struggle moved to administrative fields, since HCS battle 
inflictions of a western public school system that is involved in their policy making - allegedly 
legitimated, for charter schools are publicly funded.59 Yet 
 
, the kind of competing practices also take place within the site of learning that was battled for. 
Now, after having achieved this space for practicing one’s own cultural practices through law 
enforcement, operators often deal with a student body that ensues several generations, which 
experienced western schooling. How do students arrange themselves within a learning setting, 
where cultural values and practices are taught which their grandparents might not even be 
knowledgeable about anymore? For this reason this thesis best suits the second conceptual point of 
Levinson et al; namely, the educated person competing knowledge and skills obtained in school, 
                                                 
57
First, to “explore the nature of schools as sites of cultural production”, second, to “examine the cultural production of 
the educated person in competing sites of cultural production”, and third, to address “the educated person in state 
discourse and local practices” (Levinson et al 1996: 24ff). 
58John Ogbu was one of the first to analyse the lack of provided equality to minority students within U.S.-American 
public schools (1978). He was also one of the first who criticised the “cultural difference approach” of educational 
anthropologists. According to him, they looked at why ethnic minority students failed in the “system”, instead of paying 
attention to the structural context of cultural production; to why the system fails ethnic minority students (Levinson & 
Holland 1996: 8, fn. 13).  
59
No doubt, this would be an interesting field of closer investigation, yet can only be slightly addressed here.  
Addressing the educated person in state discourse and local practices rather serves as broad context for this research. 
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versus “imported” struggles, practices, and identities from other sites of cultural production. In this 
case these are previously attended schools, as well as home. 
 
3.4.1. “Culture” versus what? 
 
One point remains to be addressed in the attempt to combine theories from these different 
anthropological schools of thought. How can we read theories that use  notions of “culture” or 
“society” as given entity, when already two decades ago Christina Toren and Marilyn Strathern 
made explicit that this conceptualisation is misleading (1989)?  
 
For instance, Christina Toren concludes that Jean Lave (1988) might address the complexity of 
cognitive processes as historically constituted. However, Lave perpetuates a dialectic relation 
between culture as an aspect of “constitutive order” and cognition as located in the experiencing of 
the world through activity (Toren 1993: 473). Culture and cognition are thus placed at different 
levels of a “sociocultural order”, which is a misconception, for  
 
no-one ever confronts “culture”; rather, the challenge that the world presents to any of us is that 
of comprehending its complexity as this is mediated by our relations with others (ibid).  
 
Lave & Wenger’s primary analytical tool that links social agent, activity and the world, follow a 
theory of practice: “[T]he inherently socially negotiated character of meaning and the interested, 
concerned character of the thought and action of persons-in-activity” are emphasised (1991: 50f). 
This socially constituted world is mutually defined on the one hand by objective forms of activity 
and on the other hand by agents’ subjective and intersubjective understandings of them (ibid: 51). 
This reflects a dichotomy between an objective, all encompassing “culture” and its subjective 
interpretation through “cognition”.  
Even though social relations yield a golden thread as significant in Lave & Wenger’s constitution of 
learning processes, activity – the act of interpreting these “objective forms” – is given preference. 
This aspect became clear in the juxtaposition of the theoretical frame to the ethnographic material at 
hand. In the field, relationships between social agents appeared to influence activities more than the 
other way round. Toren reminds us that 
 
(…) human cognition is inherently social because human intentionality is predicated on inter-
subjectivity, so we cannot make meaning in a way that is non-social. … That our cognitive 
processes are constituted through our embodied engagement in the world and predicated on inter-
subjectivity makes these processes profoundly different from those programmed into a computer 
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(1993: 467). 
 
Lave & Wenger do not omit this aspect; however, “interaction” in their definition rather leans 
towards the latter part of the word – “action”. So, here Lve & Wenger’s theory will be 
complemented with Toren’s impetus to conceive of mind not as socially, cognitively or culturally 
relative constitution, but as an embodied phenomenon. This allows sufficient credit to social 
relationships as primary determinant in human action.  
It might sound contradictory then to speak of “Hawaiian culture”, “cultural specialists”, or 
“society”. However, the complexities related to the attempt to omit these notions are complicated by 
indigenous groups’ discourses. The association between “culture” and “tradition” is an enormously 
powerful one. (Crehan 2002: 53). This is especially the case when it is related to authenticism and 
claimed by a group that is regarded from outside to have its own “culture”, e.g. Native Americans 
(ibid). There is a recognised domain within which the claims of cultural traditions are seen as 
sovereign (ibid). Here it becomes crucial to look at who defines this recognised domain60. By 
validating activities as “Hawaiian cultural practices” or material objects as “Hawaiian culture”, state 
politics and discourse in public spheres considerably contribute to this definition, as standards are 
set for who is “eligible” to be called Native Hawaiian. In this light, it is no surprise that “culture” 
becomes a powerful political tool.61 One shall be reminded of Tengan & White’s insight that Pacific 
Islanders have been reluctant to anthropologists’ interest in a depicted “tradition” as fixed, limited 
and opposition to modernity (2001: 388). Continuously, among anthropologists the association 
between “culture” and “tradition”, albeit in a far weaker and more nebulous sense, has been a 
persistent one (Crehan: 2002: 53).  
 
A tentative compromise between Toren and Strathern’s rejection of totalising notions and the local 
practice of essentialisation, is to embrace gerunds over nouns (Noblit 1999: 5). The usage of 
gerunds can avoid re-inscribing dominance in society and research, as it puts one in action, in the 
particular and in abeyance (ibid). To this I add the preference of adjectives and adverbs, which 
similarly depicts a more fluid, changing character to the description of phenomena; e.g. “culture” 
vs. “cultural practices”.  
Furthermore, the still prevailing rigid and a-historical idea of “culture” is argued by Kate Crehan to 
be related to a misunderstanding of Antonio Gramsci’s notion of culture, which will be dealt with in 
the following. He is also of interest in respect to hegemony and its pedagogical relation. 
 
                                                 
60My personal experiences have been that many U.S.-Americans easily perceive anything that is not considered U.S.-
American as older. On the historicisation of Hawaiian culture in public schools, see Kaomea (2005). 
61For further reading, see Lynnekin & Poyer (1990), Trask (1991). 
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3.5. Gramsci - culture, counter-hegemony and its relevance to pedagogical relations 
 
Antonio Gramsci (1891 -1937) was an Italian writer, politician and philosopher and mostly well-
known for his theory of hegemony. The anthropologist Kate Crehan urges a rethinking not only 
concerning Gramsci’s ideas of culture and class, but the misconception of his theory of hegemony 
within anthropology (2002). Additionally, in the thesis at hand, his praxis-philosophical model of 
education is of relevance. This is since any educational relations are seen as intrinsically hegemonic 
relation, and vice versa (cf. Bernhard 2005). The theory of hegemony provides a useful tool to 
analyse the role of teachers engaged in processes of counter-hegemony towards U.S.-American 
domination (Goodyear-Ka’opua 2005: 149). Yet before going into this matter I will follow Crehan’s 
advise and briefly comment on the relevance of Gramsci’s notions of culture, class and hegemony. 
 
The kind of Gramsci that has been heavily cited within anthropology is mostly influenced by 
Raymond Williams’ work “Marxism and Literature” in 1977. Yet, many anthropologists took his 
notion of culture for granted without sufficiently reflecting Williams background in literary critics 
(Crehan 2002: 169f). Since anthropologists had their own understandings of culture they were little 
interested in Gramsci’s definition, and merely extracted the notion of hegemony, which is defined as 
follows:  
 
The spontaneous consent given by the great masses of the population to the general direction 
imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental group, this consent is ‘historically’ caused 
by the prestige (and consequent confidence) which the dominant group enjoys because of its 
position and function in the world of production (SPN: 12; cf. Crehan 2002: 138). 
 
The concept of hegemony has rather been seen as a particular form of power than as a way of 
approaching the problem of how power is produced and reproduced. So, it is reduced to the domain 
of beliefs and ideas (ibid: 166ff). Yet for Gramsci, hegemony embraces practical activity and the 
social relations that produce inequality, as well as ideas justifying, explaining and normalising this 
inequality (cf. Crehan 2002: 174).62  
In order to understand Gramsci’s misconceived notion of culture within anthropology, it is 
important to look at those prevailing herein. Although Crehan argues to be far from any attempt to 
generalise, she identifies three major assumptions that are still subliminal within anthropology: 
Firstly, cultures are seen as systems of its own order; secondly, cultures constitute discrete and 
bounded entities; and thirdly, societies we study are characterised by a fundamental opposition 
                                                 
62For further critics on interpretions of Gramsci's writing, see Crehan (2002: 166ff). 
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between tradition and modernity.63 Underlying this is the image of cultures as in some sense 
patterned wholes with their own logics, whose teasing out is seen as anthropologists’ duty (Crehan: 
2002: 66). Juxtaposing these assumptions to Gramsci’s notion of culture reveals an underestimated 
resemblance to efforts which counter these meta-narrating generalisations.  
 
For Gramsci culture is perceivable as “particular forms assumed by the interaction of a multitude of 
historical processes at particular moments of time” (cf. Crehan 2002: 72). Everybody is empirically, 
primordially cultured, because everybody thinks. This historical conception of being cultural as life-
given skill - or precondition - is similar to Christina Toren’s meaning-making through historical 
social relations and her rejection of juxtaposing “culture” vs “cognition” (1993). Gramsci stresses 
class, and thus, power relations as determining factors: “All men are intellectuals, ... but not all men 
have in society the function of intellectuals” (SPN: 9; cf. Crehan 2002: 73), which implies a lack of 
economic resources.64 Culture is seen as individual’s critical engagement with various social 
worlds, into which one is born in order to create a new culture. This opposes anthropologists’ 
common interest in actually existing cultures (Crehan 2002: 82).  
 
Crehan argues for Gramsci’s counter-conceptions to the prevalent assumptions of culture within 
anthropology for several reasons: Firstly, cultural worlds of subalterns are anything but systematic; 
secondly, the primary object of study shall never be specific “cultures”, but power relations and 
how these create fluid and shifting social entities; thirdly, the basic opposition in any society is not 
that between tradition and modernity, but between the dominant and the dominated. Hence, 
societies  
 
are constellations of different power groups, with the fundamental entities being classes – as long, 
that is, as we understand the concept of class in an open, non-doctrinaire way (Crehan 2002: 66). 
[I]f we abandon the concept of class entirely, we can all too easily find ourselves adrift amid a 
myriad eddies of difference, all competing for our attention, but at a loss for ways to talk about 
certain very large, and very real, systematic inequalities to be found in the contemporary world 
(Crehan 2002: 189). 
 
Different cultural logics only exist thus far as they are defined by different needs of different class 
positions: “Over time, if those economic locations are, as Gramsci puts it, fundamental, each will 
tend to give rise to accounts of the world as it appears from that particular vantage point” (ibid: 
                                                 
63See Crehan (2002: 36ff) for more details. 
64
One has to be reminded of Gramsci's first and foremost profession as politician and philosopher. So, naturally his 
interest in questions of culture stemmed from a revolutionary political project, where self-empowerment and intellectual 
expression of the proletariat was prioritised.  
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87).65 This understanding gives credit to a dynamic concept of culture, where e.g. a Hawaiian 
teacher who works at a private school might have different ideas of what “Hawaiian culture” is, to a 
teacher at a HCS, to a Non-Hawaiian who advocates for land rights for Native Hawaiians. The 
focus here lies on conceptions people of different age and experience have, whose economic 
resources are limited in the context of a heavily privatised education system in Hawai’i. However, 
this does not exclude those who deliberately choose a HCS for other reasons than economic. 
 
It might sound odd to speak of “classes” in reference to a group of Native Hawaiian educators and 
advocates who claim for self-determination. Yet, if this matter is conceived in an open, non-
doctrinaire way, we accordingly talk about power relations and ways subcultural groups engage in 
counter-hegemony. Noelani Goodyear-Ka’opua, co-founder of the HCS “Halau Ku Mana” and 
Assistant Professor of Political Science at the University of Hawai’i at Manoa, similarly adapts 
Gramsci’s ideas and infers that schools in Hawai’i  
 
can be sites for the production and maintenance of content to US occupation of the islands or to 
the low-paying service jobs of the tourist industries. … Hawaiian schools can be spaces where 
alternate hegemonies become possible, and kumu are articulating visions of more complex 
understandings of Hawaiian culture, more cohesive Kanaka communities, and more equitable 
social relations (329f).66  
 
Crucial are social actors in hegemony and counter-hegemony: traditional and organic intellectuals. 
Traditional intellectuals have developed over time into a “crystallised social group which sees itself 
as continuing uninterruptedly through history and thus independent of the struggle of groups” (cf. 
Crehan 2002: 141). They are the ones, who are governing in numerous services and institutions, 
like education, justice, morality etc. that organic intellectuals must confront (ibid). As opposed to 
the traditional intellectual, the organic intellectual is closely linked to the class that aims for self-
governance. The organic intellectual is furthermore defined by active participation in practical life, 
as constructor, organiser, “permanent persuader” and not just as a simple orator (cf. Crehan 2002: 
143). Goodyear-Ka’opua perceives kumu including herself as both traditional and organic 
intellectuals, who mediate “between professional academic protocols and attachment and 
commitment to Hawaiian communities beyond schools …” (2005: 146). For her, this mediation 
means creating opportunities for those typically excluded from the academy, areas of traditional 
intellectuals, while she is careful not to replicate the elitism of an “ivory tower” (ibid: 146f). 
                                                 
65To put it simple, one might rather perceive similar vantage points with a person of similar economic status albeit 
differing cultural background, than with a person of similar cultural background, yet differing economic status.  
66Kanaka: Human being, man, person. Kanaka maoli: Native Hawaiians 
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Hence, it is a transformation from technique-as-work to technique-as-science, and “to the 
humanistic conception of history, without which one remains ‘specialised’ and does not become 
‘directive’” (Gramsci; cf. Crehan 2002: 143). What is crucial for Gramsci is whether intellectual 
and manual activities result in a productive entity or rather run isolated and parallel. This links the 
suggestion mentioned further above to perceive of HCS as sites of several forms of learning 
(“formal” academically rigorous, vocational apprenticeship learning etc.). Students not only learn 
through paper sheets about constructing a canoe; they construct one (Nakanishi 2000, Goodyear-
Ka’opua 2005). The result of a successful general education is the autonomous intellectual and 
manual orientation of the subjects within all areas of societal living relations (Bernhard 2005: 195).  
 
If the relationship between teacher and student is an active and mutual one, then the positions in 
this politico-cultural scope are at least in principal alterable, where the subaltern groups unfold 
powerful ideas (Bernhard 2005: 134). This train of thought reflects the idea that “every teacher is 
always a pupil and every pupil a teacher”; a form of relationship which exists throughout society 
and explains why every relationship of “hegemony” is necessarily an educational one (Gramsci; cf. 
Crehan 2002: 156f). 
Goodyear-Ka’opua, however, reminds us of a critical point here, which distinguishes the 
position of teachers from the one of students. First, how well would this vision of non-elitist 
intellectual practice in Gramsci’s work map onto a Hawaiian cultural context in which “kumu 
garner tremendous respect and status and in which haumana often learn by watching and 
doing before asking questions” (2005: 149)?67 Second, if we acknowledge that kumu and 
haumana carry different kuleana (ibid: 152), how does this change in the perception of 
haumana as knowledge distributor in the here and now? Goodyear-Ka’opua also infers that 
students and teachers ideally value and respect one another (ibid, my emphasis). How is this 
ideal put into practice at school, considering most students are only little familiar with the 
content taught (Hawaiian values of social interaction)? This is a question that constructs part 
of the golden thread of this thesis. 
                                                 
67Haumana: student. The author further points out that kumu do not see themselves as elites, but as leaders interested in 
encouraging students to become leaders. 
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4. THE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM IN HAWAI’I 
 
The advent of the institutionalisation of education in Hawai’i pointedly exemplifies the U.S.-
American school system with its peculiarly rigorous division between public and private education. 
It also reflects indigenous people’s struggle for self-defined educational implementation. This 
chapter is aimed to briefly portray the educational structure in Hawai’i, which eventually entailed a 
community-focused schooling: HCS display an example of counter-hegemony towards a state that 
is ferociously divided along the line of people’s income and ethnic background (Okamura 2008). It 
will furthermore stress the significance and restrictions the charter school program has for Native 
Hawaiians, who implement self-determined understandings of culturally embedded education. 
 
 
4.1. Public schooling in Hawai’i 
 
The most significant idiosyncrasy of the public school system in Hawai’i is the fact that rather than 
having several locally funded school districts, it is the only state-wide system in the United States. 
This means that the Department of Education (DOE) is in charge of all public schools on the 
islands. The initial idea for the centralisation of the educational system was to democratically 
distribute resources to all students, especially those in rural areas, where lower local financing of 
the schools would discriminate these students. Instead, it reinforced existing political elites who 
have operated hierarchically in this system, with haole (White person, American, foreigner) on top, 
followed by Japanese Americans. They serve in a necessarily huge bureaucracy, whose jobs they 
are understandably afraid to lose (Kahakalau, 2003: 16).  
The division of the school system in public and private institutions reflects a U.S.-American 
peculiarity. It is a selection of those with sufficient financial resources that are eligible for higher 
education, and thus well-paid white-collar jobs, from those that depend on the public school 
system.68 The latter system has continuously been under harsh critic due to a lack of financial 
resources, thus a missing quality of education and subsequently lower chances of high-paid jobs for 
graduates. An educational system, which is dominated by a model of competition similar to 
businesses with economic interests in profit making, easily distorts the central focus of general 
education. The educational researcher John Goodlad warns of a misconception of general education 
as reduced to mere training for present pursuits, which arouses “when preoccupations are narrowly 
self-indulgent …” (cf. Dotts & Sikkema 1994: 9). He argues that education has to prepare for a 
                                                 
68One has to state though, that in recent times several private schools have provided comparably more scholarships, yet 
still leaving many students with the only alternative; underfunded, quality-lacking public schools. 
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changing society, for many vocations and perceives training for employable skills rather as duty of 
businesses and companies than of schools (ibid.).  
Across the United States educational institutions have always had to walk the fine line between the 
democratic ideal of egalitarianism and selection in order to provide labour for the economy 
(Iannaccone 1977; cf. Benham & Heck 1998: 9). Yet in Hawai’i the shift towards training specific 
skills – vocational education - had already been deeply ingrained in the general education system 
ever since its inception. In 1840, Protestant missionaries established the common schools, which 
were aimed specifically at instructing Native Hawaiians similar to Native Americans– “in the Bible 
and elevate them spiritually through teaching about individual salvation and morality” (Benham & 
Heck 1998: 9). This was essential to transform Native Hawaiians into hard working common 
labourers for the numerous sugar and pineapple plantations, whereas select schools were reserved 
for children of Hawaiian royalty and missionary descendants (Benham & Heck 1994: 21). Native 
Hawaiian students were taught in Hawaiian (until 1896, when Hawaiian was forbidden as official 
language), whereas the richer population’s language of instruction was English (Silva 2004: 46). 
Ethnic minority groups were expected to gradually adopt the language and value system of western 
settlers, albeit socially isolated from their culture (Dotts & Sikkema 1994: 46). By this, students 
were ethnically segregated through the educational system that institutionalised racism, and made 
present private schools the direct descendants of select schools (Benham & Heck 1994: 21).  
 
Figures reflecting the public schooling in Hawai’i are fairly disturbing: Although the state’s per 
capita state government revenues in 2004 was higher than that of the U.S. ($5 290 compared to $4 
074), in matters of financing public education it only spent 18,5 percent of state and local 
expenditures compared to the U.S. average of 23,6 percent.69 A report of the school year 1994-1995 
showed that Hawai’i’s public high schools were 90 percent bigger (!) in student number than the 
national average. Elementary schools were even the third largest in size (Donnelly 1996; cf. 
Okumura 2008, 67). Additionally, the quality of public schooling is also straitened, as in 2005 the 
five largest public high schools had an average enrolment of more than 2 400 students. At four of 
those high schools Filipino Americans, Native Hawaiians, and Samoans made the majority of 
students (Creamer 2005; cf. Okamura 2008: 67).70 These facts are also displayed in the common 
response of students in HCS, who described feeling “like a number” in public school classes, where 
teachers did not help a lot.71  
                                                 
69Data for the school year 2004/05. See Data Tables of Superintend's 19th Annual Report 2008 
<http://arch.k12.hi.us/PDFs/state/superintendent_report/2008/AppendixDataTbl08PDFs.pdf>. 
70This is especially of interest; since the above cited DOE report found that small schools 'produce' better-achieving 
students. 
71Distributed questionnaire; response to the question: “Please, compare HCS to your previous school. What do you like, 
what would you change? How long have you been to HCS?” 
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On top of that are the widely known low salaries of Hawai’i’s public school teachers, ranking 
fifteenth in the nation72 with Hawai’i’s living costs being among the highest in the United States.  
Furthermore, most of these teachers do not represent the general demography of their students, who 
are comprised of Hawaiians/Part-Hawaiian students (27, 6 percent) as the largest group, followed 
by Filipino Americans (20,5 percent). The largest ethnic group of public school teachers are 
Japanese Americans (28, 9 percent), which represents an approximately reverse figure of their 
students’ ethnic background.73 This missing proximity is especially relevant within an ethnically 
divers society as Hawai’i, where socioeconomic status is closely linked to one’s descent. 
Perceptibly available role models from one’s own ethnic background play a crucial role for young 
people. Besides the historically grown hierarchy with haole and Japanese-American teachers as 
majority, this mismatch is also linked to the fact that Hawai’i’s higher education institutions only 
produce less than half of the teachers needed annually. Thus, the DOE annually recruits and hires 
hundreds of predominantly white teachers from the U.S. mainland (Office of 
Superintendent/Planning and Evaluation Office 2004: 10; cf. Okamura 2008: 66), who are even less 
culturally aware of Hawai’i’s ethnic diversity. 
All this clearly indicates a severely insufficient financing of a public good that most parents lose 
faith in, and thus choose to steer clear of, as it is displayed in many conducted interviews74. Yet 
many families from ethnic minority groups cannot afford the high tuition fees for private schools75. 
This situation is severed by the fact that private school enrolment in this state does not adapt to 
demographic changes. As private schools have clear target enrolment figures and limitation in 
facilities (Okamura 2008: 72). With primarily Chinese American, Japanese American and White 
students in private schools, who are enabled that position due to the intergenerational transfer of 
wealth from their parents, this educational structure further perpetuates the current ethnic 
stratification (ibid: 73f). 
 
Another private schooling institution especially of relevance for Native Hawaiians, is the 
Kamehameha Schools (KS). These schools had been founded upon the last will of Princess Bernice 
                                                 
72The average annual salary amounts to $49 292 <http://teacherportal.com/salary/Hawaii-teacher-salary>. This figure 
represents the most recent ranking available online with no specification on calculated year. 
73Students' further largest ethnic groups are Caucasian (14,7 percent), 'Other' (13,9 percent), Japanese (9,2 percent) etc. 
Teachers' further largest ethnic groups are 'Other' (27,4 percent), Caucasians (22,8 percent) and Hawaiians/Part-
Hawaiians with 9,4 percent. For further details see the Data Tables of Superintendent's 19th Annual Report 2008 
<http://arch.k12.hi.us/PDFs/state/superintendent_report/2008/AppendixDataTbl08PDFs.pdf>. 
74For instance, Wendy, mother of a student in special education program, states: “The school system in general fails the 
children in special education by not providing them the opportunities to learn in the ways that they can. I believe the 
public schools, not through intention, but rather through lack of finances, motivation, retention of qualities as soon as 
what a teachers whatever it is, also do not have the ability to give students progressive, or really quality-based 
education, unless you really strive for it as individual student” (Interview, lines 82-86). 
75In 2006-2007 the average tuition fee for Hawaiian private schools was estimated at roughly $10 000 per year (Martin 
2006; cf. Okamura 2008: 72). 
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Pauahi Bishop, great-granddaughter and last royal descendant of King Kamehameha I. In article 13 
she instructed her five trustees to provide “support and education [to] orphans and others in indigent 
circumstances, giving the preference to Hawaiians of pure or part aboriginal blood”.76 Here I may 
only refer to its relevance in respect to HCS with two major nexus: First, KS play a major role in 
fiscally supporting charter schools with a Hawaiian culturally-embedded curriculum, as KS is very 
interested in charter schools’ implementation of their culturally-embedded curricula.77 This is since 
many students, who did not pass admission at KS then often attend a Hawaiian-focused charter 
school, which displays a type of “brain-drain” from KS to HCS.78 The second nexus is linked to 
that matter, since having one’s child attending KS is a highly prestigious, even honourable 
achievement. As Stender, former trustee of the Bishop Estate, which finances KS, stated: “There are 
thousands of Hawaiian families that would give their right arms to get their child into 
Kamehameha” (cf. King & Roth 2006: 291). Similarly, many interlocutors regard KS admission 
like a lottery79. Minnie describes her personal experiences as a former student at KS in respect to 
that matter: 
 
At Kamehameha we were told every day how lucky we were to be a part of this kinda education. 
And if you don’t shape up, we’re gonna kick you out! Which on an ‘ohana-level is probably the 
worst thing that can happen to a Hawaiian family, is to have a child expelled from Kamehameha. 
Like, my sister was expelled and my family was divorced after that. Like, my best friend was 
expelled and her family got apart. There’s such a longstanding, it’s the ultimate doom to be 
accepted into this fold, and then rejected from it again. And when kids take the test, and I’ve seen 
it a million times with our kids here, they take the test for Kamehameha, they don’t get in, 
everybody is heart-broken. Like, you feel like a failure, totally rejected kind. I didn’t get into 
Kamehameha as a kindergardener and I never was allowed to forget that until I went in as a 
fourth grader and I passed the test (lines 526-36). 
 
                                                 
76<http://www.ksbe.edu/pauahi/will.php>. There has been much debate on how Pauahi's last will shall be interpreted 
accordingly in the current context (King & Roth 2006: 283ff.). For more details see also Goodyear-Ka'opua (2005). 
77In 2008 KS spent $5. 73 million at 14 public charter schools, which is part of KS’ Education Strategic Plan 2005-2015 
('Kamehameha Schools Releases FY 2008 Education and Financial Summary'   
<http://www.ksbe.edu/article.php?story=20090109145224286>. Besides Hawaiian-focused charter schools KS works 
very close with start-up and CCS (besides other public schools) that have a minimum of 50 percent Native Hawaiian 
students. See <http://www.ksbe.edu/SPI/PDFS/Publications/cei_programs.pdf>. Yet, even though KS has actively 
enforced a more culturally-grounded education and reach-out programs, which serve more Native Hawaiian students 
than they accommodate on their campuses, the turmoil they had gone through in the beginning of this decade also 
required them to get more involved. There was a risk to lose the tax-exempt status as a charity that could be lessened 
according to lawyers suggestion e.g. “by forgoing plans to get actively involved in running public charter schools in 
Hawaiian neighbourhoods” (King & Roth 2006: 289). 
78Minnie, administrator at a Hawaiian charter school, as well as Brandon Ledward, Analyst in Strategic Planning & 
Implementation at KS, state that the outflow of students, who did not pass application at KS, to Hawaiian charter 
schools is a significant trend that asks for thorough analysis. This fact also displays an important reason for financial 
support of Hawaiian charter schools through KS (Interview with Minnie; personal conversation with Brandon 
Ledward).  
79E.g., conversation with Pono. 
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Even though the rhetoric within KS has assumingly changed over time, the expectations and 
pressure on going to KS does shape some students’ prior school experiences when they enter a 
HCS. This does not entail feelings of failure or HCS to stand for the “last jerk’s chance”80 after not 
having been accepted at KS. However, feelings of strong dearness prevail. A counter example was a 
student, who left KS for a charter school that was more hands-on in his point of view. Also, 
Brandon Ledward, Analyst in Strategic Planning & Implementation at KS, stated that there is a 
mutual fluctuation of students between KS and HCS. 
 
 
4.2. Structure of U.S.-American public school classe 
 
Another factor of relevance in the comparison of regular public schools with HCS is crucial in 
matters of classroom structure, as it eminently influences social interactions between teacher and 
students. As Weisner et al concluded, Native Hawaiian children prefer to pay more attention to 
peers than to teachers and class work (cf. 1988: 330). Akinnaso similarly regards social relations to 
be more intense to peers than to teachers (1992: 79f).  
 
With many students feeling like a “number” in public schools and parents and teachers, who are 
unsatisfied with the quantity of students in public school classes, the question arouses what other 
factors for this discontent might exist besides the high student-teacher ratios. When regular U.S.-
American public school classroom settings are compared with e.g. those in Austria, one feature 
becomes obvious. In the United States, at least in high school class settings, students go to classes – 
literally classrooms – of their teachers with teachers’ specific subjects. They do this not as a class 
comprising the same students for several years, but students attend classes individually. Teachers 
basically remain in one classroom while students come in and go out. In Austria regular school 
classes are structured according to a classroom, where a class comprising several students for 
several years (four to eight years, depending on the school form) reside in that or changing 
classrooms. Teachers come into students’ classrooms with few exceptions, like Chemistry, Physics 
etc., where the class has to go to the teacher’s classrooms, as is the case in the United States.81  
 
This means that the everyday life setting at regular public schools in the United States is structured 
according to teachers’ places – their classrooms -, which has consequences on who “owns” a space 
                                                 
80Cindy, administrator at one HCS, referred to this stereotype of the type of school she works at (Interview, lines 76-8). 
81Of course, there are exceptions in both cases, as some alternative schools in the U.S. adopt other classroom structures. 
Also, in some Austrian schools, which comprise more students than they can accommodate, there are so-called 
“Wanderklassen”, “wandering classes”, who do not have their own physical classroom. Still, this is only the case in very 
few schools. 
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and thus on how comfortable one feels in a place. Furthermore, this can lead to the wide-spread 
misconception of schools as learning places “out of context”.  
Furthermore, it can be assumed that students have rather loose relationships to their peers, as they 
are not put together in classes for several years, and have little contact with teachers either. In the 
HCS I visited classroom settings were a mixture of the two types of class structures listed above, 
yet resembling more the European case, which will be described in detail further below. To 
conclude, it is important to consider these presumably lacking opportunities for solid, trustworthy 
relationships at regular public schools, which students come with when they enter a charter school. 
 
 
4.3. Origin of Hawaiian charter schools 
 
The first initiative to point out the mismatch between Native Hawaiian students’ culturally defined 
value system and that of regular public schools, was the “Kamehameha Early Education Program” 
(KEEP). This was a language arts program developed in the early 1970’s. It aimed to include 
Hawaiian ways of learning that typically occurred at home, especially peer education, into school 
settings (Jordan, 1985). In 1978 Hawaiian was finally recognised as an official language along with 
English after it was prohibited in 1896. Also, the promotion of the study of Hawaiian culture, 
history and language became constitutional (cf. Benham & Heck 1998: 198). Along the cultural 
renaissance that occurred in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, programs like the “Kupuna Language 
Program” and Hawaiian immersion schools (HIS) emerged. The foundation of the first Hawaiian 
immersion preschool Aha Punana Leo, “language nest”, was inspired by a similar project in New 
Zealand. This project followed the idea that students learn the language efficiently only if they are 
immersed with it in everyday life situations. So, at Aha Punana Leo children are immersed by 
elders solely in Hawaiian.82 
 
In 1986 a law was passed that allowed Hawaiian to be a medium language of instruction at schools 
(Benham & Heck, 1998: 199f). A year later the Department of Education introduced the Hawaiian 
language immersion program, which allowed the first public elementary indigenous language 
immersion class across the United States to open its doors.83 Concurrently, for the first time Non-
Hawaiian students were able to be immersed in Hawaiian within the public school system (DOE 
1994; cf. Benham & Heck, 1998: 200).  
Another aspect of HIS is that students are not exposed to English up until 5th grade. Teachers 
consider parents to take care of English tutoring. This has levelled criticism at HIS, especially since 
                                                 
82<http://www.ahapunanaleo.org/eng/about/about_timeline.html> 
83<http://www.ahapunanaleo.org/eng/about/about_timeline.html> 
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a discourse of apparent “confusion” of Hawaiian immersion is propagated if English is learned 
simultaneously. However,, an abundance of literature suggests that bilingualism is stimulating and 
enhancing rather than hindering for a child’s development.84 It is a political statement not to provide 
English classes starting from first grade, which is a delicate matter considering two facts: First, it 
denies the need to be sufficient in the language one is socialised in, which is English. Even though 
it might not be the language of one’s ancestors, in most cases it is one’s mother tongue. Kirsten, 
teacher at a HCS, observed that students, who came from immersion schools lagged behind: 
 
We’ve had experiences with children who left the immersion program and who’ve come to our 
school, and they are really behind, you know? … They could read Hawaiian, they could write 
Hawaiian, but you ask them to spell simple English things, they couldn’t do it (lines 538-42).  
 
 Second, it puts pressure on parents, who have to organise private English tutoring, which most 
cannot afford. Kirsten refers to her own family: 
 
It came the decision to send our children to elementary school, and you know, through the 
immersion program, and we both did, from both of our families, a lot of concern from the 
grandparents about well, how we’re gonna do though, if they are only learning Hawaiian 
language, when are they gonna learn English? … ...and we both knew, because of our full-time 
jobs and stuff, we weren’t gonna be able to go home and do the ‘olelo85 homework on top of 
make sure they do English. And we didn’t have the finances where we could send them to an 
English tutor (531-54). 
 
This pressure, the expectation of parental involvement at school as well as the fear for insufficient 
knowledge of English, were main reasons for the decision to take her daughter out of the HIS she 
had attended. 
Another critique on HIS centres on the lack of culturally-embedded curriculum. These schools are 
fully funded by the DOE and thus follow a western curriculum. What makes HIS “Hawaiian” is 
merely the translation of this curriculum into Hawaiian. This fact added to other discontents about 
the school system in Hawai’i mentioned further above, which relates to the foundation of HCS. 
 
 
                                                 
84See for instance Norbert & Reyhner 2002. Besides that, by virtue of personal experiences, as I grew up bilingually 
with one language (Czech) only spoken at school and the native language (German) spoken outside school, I firmly 
believe that immersion in the language of the lived-in world is very important. If I had not learned the primary language 
of the lived-in society, which happens to be my native language, it would have caused tremendous difficulties for not 
only being literate in the major language, but also for learning any other foreign language. 
85Language 
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4.4. Charter schools in Hawai’i 
 
Charter schools are common across the nation with Minnesota having been the first state that 
passed the charter school law in 1991. The charter school movement has roots in a number of 
reform ideas, from alternative schools to community-parental empowerment, etc. “Charters” refers 
to contracts small schools align with their local school boards to explore new, alternative teaching 
and learning approaches to mainstream schooling86. They are non-sectarian public schools of 
choice, which are exempted from many regulations for public schools. The “charter” is a 
performance contract describing  
 
the school’s mission, program, goals, students served, methods of assessment, and ways to 
measure success. … The basic concept of charter schools is that they exercise increased 
autonomy in return for this accountability87.  
 
In 1994 an important act was passed in Hawai’i, which summed up many separate pieces of 
legislation that aimed to provide greater access for Native people to education, medical and 
economic benefits. This so-called “Native Hawaiian Education Act” is significant also in that for 
the first time the role of the U.S. government and its citizens in undermining Hawaiian sovereignty 
was formalised. The Hawaiian Kingdom was formerly recognised between 1826 and 1893, when it 
was overthrown. This Act is therefore referred to as argument for full self-determination under 
international law (Benham & Heck 1998: 219f).  
In the very same year the charter school law was passed, which allowed 25 schools to convert into 
student-centred charter schools (Kalakaua, 2003: 16f). In opposition to other states in the U.S., 
where new start-up charter schools could open, the charter school law of Hawai’i only allowed 
schools to convert into charter schools. Hence, Ku Kahakalau together with the educational 
community organisation Kanu o ka ‘Aina88 ‘ohana proposed a bill to expand this law. Eventually, in 
1999, Hawai’i’s New Century Public Charter School bill was signed into a law, which allowed the 
creation of 23 additional charter schools. Besides that, proponents of the Hawaiian charter school 
movement submitted a federal charter grant to the United States Department of Education, which 
resulted in stronger charter school laws, an increase in fiscal support, and thus a dramatic growth of 
charter schools throughout the United States (Kahakalau, 2003: 18). In 2007/08 10 percent of all 
public K-12 schools in Hawai’i consisted of charter schools, including those with other focus than a 
                                                 
86US charter schools' history: <http://www.uscharterschools.org/pub/uscs_docs/o/history.htm>. 
87US charter schools' overview: <http://www.uscharterschools.org/pub/uscs_docs/o/index.htm>. 
88Plants of the land, <http://www.kalo.org/about>. 
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Hawaiian culturally-based curriculum.89 Of a total of 31 charter schools, twelve charter schools are 
aligned with Na Lei Na’auao90 – the Native Hawaiian Charter School Alliance founded in 2000. Its 
mission is  
 
to establish models of education throughout the Hawaiian Islands, which are community 
designed and controlled, and reflect, respect and embrace Hawaiian cultural values, philosophies 
and ideologies91.  
 
Besides more than 60 000 Native Hawaiian students in regular public schools, 14 Hawaiian-focused 
charter schools (including two CCS) accompany 2 043 students, who comprise 88 percent of their 
student population92. 
 
4.4.1. Realities for charter schools in Hawai’i 
 
Compared to regular public schools in Hawai’i with a per-pupil funding of $11 531, public charter 
schools only receive $6000, nearly half the amount. This strenuous situation is aggravated, as the 
state’s per-pupil funding does not grow appropriately to the increased student enrolment93.  
Additionally, charter schools in Hawai’i are entitled to special education funding equivalent to 
regular public schools.94 However, mismanagement in the DOE resulted in missing funding for 
several years, which caused exorbitant debts on the side of charter schools and a hindrance to hire 
special education teachers95. Furthermore, there is a steady insecurity due to insufficient salary and 
the fact that teachers at charter schools do not get tenured for the time they work there. 
Additionally, meeting standards for different school grades while a school operates multi-age 
classes, are only few of the taxing factors that characterise the work at charter schools. 
 
The constant restrictions for educationalists to practice their beliefs and values, while they have to 
deal with a majority of students, whose experiences with schooling had been rather negative, does 
                                                 
89Data Tables of Superintend's 19th Annual Report 2008 
<http://arch.k12.hi.us/PDFs/state/superintendent_report/2008/AppendixDataTbl08PDFs.pdf>. 
90To raise to knowledge (my translation). 
91Website of the Hawaiian charter school Halau Lokahi (house of unity; my translation) 
<http://www.halaulokahi.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=49&Itemid=56>. 
92“Why Hawai'i Needs Public Charter Schools” <http://www.ksbe.edu/spi/PDFS/Reports/K-12/2008-
09_HLD_Meeting_Student_outcomes.pdf>. 
93Data for the school year 2006/07. See 'Charter school funds spread thin' 
<http://archives.starbulletin.com/2008/04/24/news/story12.html>. 
94
“As determined annually, based on per-pupil funding but all federal and other financial support for charter schools 
shall be no less than for all other public schools”. See “Hawai'i Primers on Special Education and Public Charter 
Schools” <http://www.uscharterschools.org/cs/spedp/view/sp/24>. 
95
“Hearing Exposes Department of Education Withholding Funds from Special Needs Students in Charter Schools” 
<http://www.hawaiireporter.com/story.aspx?a78e097b-2004-479a-88ee-ab92264ce254>.  
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little justice to their advocacy to resuscitate Native Hawaiian practices. For instance, making an 
imu, the ground oven Native Hawaiians have had traditionally used to prepare food, is not allowed 
on campus at a HCS, for ”fire security reasons”96. If these practices are not allowed due to rigorous 
safety regulations, how can the legislator insist on Native Hawaiians having the right to practice 
their cultural beliefs? 
Hawaiian charter schools need sufficient financial support to operate as culturally-embedded 
learning institutions. This right rests on the Native Hawaiian Educational Act’s content, so to 
provide what students as produced products of a western-style public education system would need. 
                                                 
96Conversation with Minnie, administrator at this Hawaiian charter school.  
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5. HAWAIIAN CHARTER SCHOOLS AND STUDENTS’ ROLE IN 
KNOWLEDGE DISTRIBUTION 
 
 
5.1. The school as a community of practice of legitimate peripheral participation 
 
The analytical perspective of Situated Learning by Lave & Wenger deliberately excludes schools in 
order to move away from pedagogical strategies, which hinder analysts to understand learning as 
inherent in any social practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991: 39f). Therefore, the authors distinguish 
learning from intentional instruction while they focus on the former one (ibid: 40) and thereby 
exceed the latter one. By getting rid of the dependency on formalised learning forms, one is enabled 
to focus on the socio-cultural organisation of space into places of activity and the circulation of 
knowledgeable skill. What is relevant here are access to ongoing activity and transparency of 
technology and social relations, as well as the motivation of participants in relation to their 
changing participation (ibid: 55). 
 
One can reckon that the kumu employs a powerful position as to the fact that he/she is keeper of 
specific knowledge. Many western or non-indigenous theories focus strongly on the self-expression 
of learners. This is why the analytical perspective of Situated Learning is attractive, since it is the 
learning setting, the community of practice that is focused on. Three different HCS are juxtaposed 
to a theory of learning abstracted from other learning settings97. The question, whether a focus on 
students’ self-directed learning is combinable with an indigenous understanding reflecting the 
importance of the teacher, the kumu, generates another dichotomy: On the one hand, the perception 
of indigenous students as “mere receiver” and indigenous teachers as “firm giver” of knowledge; on 
the other hand, the idea that every social agent simultaneously is teacher and learner - albeit to 
different degrees. Yet, regarding social agents as relative teachers and students reveals a different 
view on schooling, which can tell us more about an obsolete and misleading group of analogical 
dichotomies. The following dichotomies are result of the interplay of literature that was reviewed 
for this thesis and the current ethnographic material: 
 
   teacher    student 
instruction    reception 
   school      everyday life 
                                                 
97Lave & Wenger compare communities of practice of apprenticeship among Vai and Gola tailors, Yucatec midwives, 
US Navy quartermasters, meat-cutters and non-drinking alcoholics in Alcoholics Anonymous. 
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   formal learning   informal learning. 
 
School is generally seen as domain of teachers, where education takes place through intentional 
instruction, which constitutes its preserve: the classroom as well as the formalised learning 
structure. There is a prevalent functionalist thinking that is institutionalised in western schooling, 
where teaching/transmission has higher status to learning/internalising culture (Lave 1990: 311).98 
The hierarchical order of science, school and everyday practice within western culture (Lave 1988: 
4) consolidates the powerful and unquestioned position of schools as “temples of knowledge”. The 
widespread belief that culture is a body of knowledge to be transmitted, suggests that learning is 
inseparable from teaching (1988: 310). These areas of tension are contested in non-western beliefs, 
e.g. in HCS, where the social setting of the “learning ‘ohana” creates different qualities of 
relationships between teachers and students. This social setting furthermore gives way to a 
perception of culture as fluid, ever-changing practice. It provokes a rethinking of school as singular 
setting of education and the fluid definition of social agents as teachers and/or students. 
 
Lave & Wenger state that apprentices get an understanding of what constitutes the practice of a 
community by getting an idea of “who is involved; what they do; what everyday life is like; how 
masters talk, walk, work, and generally conduct their lives”; among other things (1991: 95).  
This chapter will follow these aspects, while some aspects will diverge, as Lave & Wenger 
primarily talk about apprenticeships. “School”, with the example of HCS, must not simply be seen 
as “factory” of indoctrination, but as fluid space of active participation and contestation of meaning 
of all social agents, who are involved. It is a place of producing and being “produced” of one’s 
histories (Toren 1993).  
 
5.1.1. Transparency and access to the cultural 
environment 
 
Lave & Wenger are cautious not to walk into the trap of dichotomising “abstract” versus “concrete” 
knowledge. They deduce this distinction from an institutionalised sequestering, where abstraction 
is made possible through a disconnection from particular cultural practices (1991: 104). It relates to 
the problematic juxtaposition of academic versus culturally-based content, which does not let either 
of them be part of the other’s definition.99 Contrary to that, LPP 
                                                 
98This theoretical thinking arose in the 19th century when the new bourgeoisie of industry claimed its rights for 
education as opposed to the aristocracy (Lave, 1988: 8). It is certainly one of the main ‘traces’ still visible within 
schools, where cultural capital of middle-class values are inculcated. On this matter, see also Bourdieu & Passeron, 
1977. 
99I will refer to this topic further below in chapter /. “Academically rigorous” versus “culturally-based”? 
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as the core concept of relations of learning places the explanatory burden for issues such as 
“understanding” and “levels” of abstraction or conceptualization not on one type of learning as 
opposed to another, but on the cultural practice in which the learning is taking place, on issues of 
access, and on the transparency of the cultural environment with respect to the meaning of what 
is being learned (ibid: 104f).  
 
Lave & Wenger do not detect general problems of schooling, the gap between what is indoctrinated 
and what students are motivated to learn, as pedagogical ones. Rather, it concerns how the 
community of adults reproduces itself; whether they give or refuse places for newcomers and allow 
or hinder relations between newcomers and the cultural and political life of the community (Lave & 
Wenger 1991: 100). Among other things, access and transparency of the cultural environment 
influences how sustained learning can be understood as embodying the structural characteristics of 
communities of practice (Lave & Wenger 1991: 55). Schools might be less restricting compared to 
e.g. apprenticeships, where only a certain kind of knowledge or “secret knowledge” is distributed to 
chosen apprentices. Aptly, Lave & Wenger argue that by routinely sequestering newcomers – in 
case of schools in more subtle and pervasive ways – communities of practice prevent peripheral 
participation. Schoolchildren are thus peripheral participants and “kept from participation in the 
social world more generally” (ibid: 104).  
One of the characteristics of transparent communities of practice is to foster feelings of trust and 
reliance among social actors of any degree of involvement; peripheral positions. In HCS 
transparency about conditions of social relations, especially between teachers and students, is 
provided in that they are freely communicated towards students. In general, they have potential 
access to extend their knowledge in any proficiency they wish to acquire. For instance Pua, a senior 
student at one HCS, mentioned that she got encouraged by the staff from school to start a place-
name-project on different islands on O’ahu in order to reveal how Hawaiian place names had been 
changed to English ones. Also, she was encouraged to shoot a video about the Anti-GMO-kalo 
demonstration100. Similarly, another student exposed how places on Maui were named wrongly101. 
Both students were sensitised by the school for how place names in Hawai’i often reflect U.S.-
American hegemony. They applied this knowledge to “societal living relations” (Bernhard 2005: 
195), which reflects their autonomous intellectual involvement in those relations. Besides this 
example, there are several more incidents observed and experienced at HCS that reflect this 
transparency and access to activities, which invite peripherally involved subjects to participation.  
                                                 
100On January 17th 2008 there was a demonstration against a law being passed to allow the seeding of genetically 
modified taro, which many Naive Hawaiians and advocates strongly opposed. This matter is especially crucial since 
kalo is believed to be the elder brother of Kanaka Maoli. For more details see the article “State Senate passes taro bill”,  
<http://www.mauinews.com/page/content.detail/id/517396.html>.  
101Interview with Winnie, lines 378-85. 
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Another example was a teacher, who regarded herself as facilitator of resources and information 
that she might not be familiar with yet. She saw her duty in satisfying students’ demand to get more 
information about a specific topic, and thus offered as much transparency as possible to 
peripherally involved participants – students. Even though she professedly regarded herself to learn 
as well; to be a peripheral participant, her position distinguishes itself from the students’ ones in 
respect to access to information about a certain topic. The students’ peripheral position provokes 
her to position herself in a peripheral position in respect to the topic. Yet, as a teacher she accesses 
relevant information on a topic, which directs to a minimisation of her own and simultaneously her 
students’ peripheral position. By this, all protagonists learn how to relate to each other - 
occasionally as teachers - 
 
the only way that we’re seeing [ourselves] as kumu with the authority is just pretty maybe in 
terms of like classroom management. ... (lines 407-10) - 
 
and occasionally as students - 
 
we learn together with them [students]. I think that’s what makes it fun for them too, for them 
to see you make mistakes, it’s like: Oh! She’s not perfect! And I’m like: Oh, did I spell that 
wrong? ... They see that you’re human (Interview, lines 431-4). 
 
Through the newly gathered information everyone moves within this community of practice, the 
school, further on, while every participant is able to choose its own pace and space.102  
 
Another example of transparency is the disclosure of ongoing activities through the involvement of 
parents in information “behind the curtain”, e.g. challenging matters for operating a charter school. 
For instance, at an event where students presented what they had learned at school to their parents, 
the principal asked parents to sign in for free or reduced lunch, even if they were not eligible (in 
case they earned “too much”). If not at least 50 percent of the students signed up, the school would 
lose $50 000 a year. The school risks to be classified as low-income-school when in statistics it 
shows up as school with many students, who receive free or reduced lunch. Regardless this biased 
reputation, for the school this additional budget is an important financial resource they cannot 
afford to leave out. With parents supporting the school in this manner, and thus getting an 
understanding of the struggles the school has to face, they are included in shared information that in 
regular school settings only circulates among staffers. It moves these peripheral participants further 
                                                 
102Lave & Wenger argue that there is no “central participation” since this kind of complete participation would suggest 
a closed domain of knowledge (1991: 36). 
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within this community of practice through the involvement in information; in urge to contribute.  
 
Transparency and access to meaning making activities as tools to understand processes of learning, 
are also important for closer examination of schools as places “out of context”. Jean Lave argues 
that anything that is to be learned is “integrally implicated in the forms in which it is appropriated”, 
which constitutes an “understanding in practice” (1990: 310).  For instance, how math is learned in 
school depends on its being learned there. This concept is a move against a “culture of acquisition”, 
where learning is seen as separate from engaging in practice, which apparently allows the 
emergence of abstract theories and its transfer to situations in “real” world (ibid). Schools are often 
perceived as a distinct living reality for students”out of context”, which have little implications on 
their life outside school. However, schools are as much an everyday life experience and context-
embedded as, for instance, going shopping (Lave 1988: 15).  
 
Hence, there are different motivations for learning e.g. a mathematical formula, if gratification is 
given solely through the satisfaction of a teacher’s demand to learn for a test that asks for abstracted 
formula. It is not an out-of-context learning, since the student learns to satisfy this specific teacher’s 
wish for displaying one’s abstract thinking; albeit the taught content might not have been 
understood. The contentwise acquisition is a question of discrepancy between what was taught and 
what was learned, but does not position schools in places out of everyday life. Crucial is whether a 
curriculum is a specification of practice or an arrangement of opportunities for practice. It is a 
question of whether a teacher or texts “own” the problem, which is realised in abstracted 
knowledge from someone else’s experiences; or whether learners “own” a problem to be solved 
(Lave 1990: 324). In one HCS’ math class certain mathematical formulas were explained along the 
Hawaiian navigation through star constellation. Other examples of culturally-embedded learning 
are taro plantation, canoeing, fishpond cultivation etc.  
Access to and transparency of activities for new students also asks us to look at how students learn 
to ”own” a problem; the initiating precondition for self-motivated learning. Yet when students are 
introduced to new practices at school that are not related to their actual lived-in world - like 
navigating with the star constellation – simply by participating in them in school as “context-
embedded” activity, they become “their” worlds, their concerns, their “owned” problems. It is not 
abstracted theory, a specification of practice, that is indoctrinated, but self-made, practice-based 
experiences, which are arranged along opportunities for practice (Lave 1990: 324). In this light it is 
furthermore questionable to regard students as mere “products” of a school; as “moulded” into the 
school’s principals.103  
                                                 
103The self-awareness of being “moulded” will be scrutinised further below in the chapter 5.6.1.2 “Being producer and 
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The problematic nature of the “out of context”-concept is assumingly more related to the fact that 
students in U.S.-American schools do not “own” spaces inside their classes. They might “own” 
spaces in lunch breaks, where they adjourn to certain corners in the break hall, or the like. Yet, they 
always visit teachers in their classrooms and rarely have a classroom of their own. 
 
 
5.2. Everyday life Hawaiian culturally-based education 
 
The most shared compromise on the definition of Hawaiian ways of learning is most probably 
described by Mary Kawena Pukui, one of the leading Hawaiian scholars: 
 
... By observing, one learns. ... By listening, one commits to memory. ... By practicing one 
masters the skill. ... To this a final directive was added: Never interrupt. Wait until the lesson is 
over and the elder gives you permission. Then – and not until then – ninau. Ask questions. (Pukui 
et al, 1979: 48). 
 
In his booklet on educational traditions, Malcolm Naea Chun, Hawaiian researcher and scholar, 
specifies these attitudes as successive stages of learning. Observation, ‘ike or nana, has been an 
intrinsic taks for living on the islands, where observing the ‘aina104 used to be a crucial part for 
survival. Listening, ho’olohe, requires as much attention and patience and is essential for 
memorising long prayers and chants. Making sense of what was just observed and heard asks for 
reflection before one jumps to conclusions and is what Chun translates as a polite form of pa’a ka 
waha, of “shutting one’s mouth”. Only now is the student allowed to do the task; hana ka lima, “the 
hands create or do” (2006, 3ff). The almost last stage of learning is considered to be posing 
questions, or ninau, in case some content remained unclear (Chun 2006, 5).  
Personally made experiences reflect an understanding of knowledge defined by its application, 
function, and roots in the personal (Meyer 2003). Similarly, Antonio Gramsci argues against a 
separation of intellectual from manual activities, which he regards as “snobbish education” (cf. 
Bernhard 2005: 195), as nothing more than sterile pedantry (cf. Crehan 2002, 132).  
Keoni adds an essential last stage to the learning process described by Mary Kawena Pukui: 
 
Then when they [students] go back into their communities and they are talking about it, because 
they are so happy here, then that’s part of the learning. Cause now they are shooting it back up. 
And when they can shoot it back up, then it shows me that the kid did learn something, cause 
                                                                                                                                                                 
products of meaning”. 
104Land, earth. 
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now they are able to talk about it, they are able to discuss it. And that’s part of learning, you 
know? You sit there, you observe, you learn, you take it, and now the next part of learning is 
spitting it back on and teaching others. And that’s the whole reciproce of learning, right? (line 
427-434). 
 
The word a’o, to taste, also embraces the meaning of teaching and learning (Chun 2006, 162). This 
reciprocity, when knowledge has come full circle by passing on what was recently learned, is what 
might define learning. Keanu, teacher at HCS 1, also believes that his students learn mostly through 
showing. Through “teaching” (their parents) students got interested in a board game about history 
that they presented to their parents at a school event: 
 
Cause, like, when I was doing that game, that board game, over here, it seemed like the parents 
were getting into it, which actually made the students get more into it. So, I can see where that’s 
gonna help, and that’s one thing I really wanna work on. Is if we can do that and then every 
project can have their own board game and actually play with the parents and students. 
(Interview, lines 494-9). 
 
Minnie, administrator at this school, also perceived this family event as an opportunity for parents 
“to join their children, who kinda share their learning, and become the teachers for them” 
(Interview, lines 94-96). Likewise, in my personal observation I discerned more motivation among 
students to be there, in school, by testing their parents within this board game. The following 
chapter will provide an insight into the context of HCS within a western “cultural production of the 
educated person”. 
 
5.2.1. Hawaiian charter schools – a form of culturally-
embedded education 
 
Obviously, every HCS has a different understanding of what defines Hawaiian cultural education. 
Kainoa, a teacher with several years of experiences in different HCS, states that all schools have the 
same grounding, yet different methods to provide this cultural base (Interview, lines 62-64). For 
instance, classes are comprised differently by grades of students. At HCS 1, a school from 6th to 
12th grade, students are grouped in classes of 6th to 8th grade, 9th and 10th grade, and 11th and 12th 
grade.105 At HCS 3, a K-12 school, students are grouped from kindergarden to 2nd grade, 3rd with 4th 
grade, then 5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th grade together and finally from 9th until 12th grade. Each model has 
advantages and disadvantages. However, their analysis would simply go beyond the scope of this 
                                                 
105However, the following school year the school changed class structures by regrouping 6th and 7th in one class, and 8th 
grade in its own class.  
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thesis, as it would rather address pedagogical implementation.  
 
Another peculiarity of HCS is the setup of a school day according to its curriculum. E.g., at one 
HCS students are in classes, which are defined by a ”Place and Project-Based Learning” according 
to different subjects. That is, as kaikaina (younger sibling, here also younger student) they start 
either within a Uka class (inland planting) or Kai class (ocean and coral studies) between 6th and 8th 
grade. As kua’ana (Older sibling, here also older students) they can then choose between the Loko 
I’a Project (traditional and contemporary resource management, e.g. fish ponds), the 
Kanehunamoku (sailing and navigation), or the Lo’i (irrigated terrace, land and resource 
management, especially planting taro). Here, the students not only learn how to plant taro, and to 
cook with what they harvest (especially herbs, powdered kukui nuts etc.), but also long, challenging 
chants.  
These projects comprise all core content areas of Language Arts, Math, Science, Social Studies, 
Hawaiian Language, Technology, and one or more of the following: Music, Art, Health, Career 
Exploration, Values, Environmental Stewardship, and Life Skills. Additionally, students have two 
hours a week hula106, three and a half hours in “gender based literacy groups”, one and a half hours 
each in Ola Kino (“mental, emotional, and physical health, nutrition, and fitness”) and “Playshops” 
for elective credit. This can be Hawaiian Art, Ceramics, Aikido, Malama Wa’a (canoe), Aha Opio 
(Student Government), Digital Yearbook and Newsletter, Music Production, and more. 
 
Thus, not only are students in class together with peers of different age, also the structure of classes 
are different. For instance, students have to take their paper sheets up to the field site, the lo’i, and 
fill in the sheets immediately before or after working in the taro patch. This very often left paper 
sheets muddy or dirty.107 The cross-spatial praxis of learning, as well as the organisational element 
by taking care of one’s records, has influence on perceptions of learning itself, which here exceeds 
the physical classroom setting; within a “school without walls”. In general, students at HCS move 
very freely around campus, with few areas they are not allowed to access. Typical teachers’ offices 
with locked doors are rare. The flow of students, teachers and administrators is less restricted than 
in regular school settings, which are commonly separated in areas for teachers and students (e.g. the 
recreation area, which here is divided rather according to where one prefers to spend his/her lunch 
                                                 
106Although most students practice hula, it is not compulsory. 
107Keoni expresses concern with this way of instruction, whose solution he sees in the students' effort to face the 
challenge to be outdoors: “It's hard to keep the paperworks done, the kids are out in the field and collecting data, and try 
to complete their worksheets, and the rain comes down and how to protect it. The organisation part on the students' half 
is try to keep their papers organised and not to get muddy and dirty, that's the challenge part” (Interview, December 7th 
2007, line 115-9).  
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break108). In general, the freer, unrestricted moving within classrooms and project-oriented classes, 
being outdoors and on different camp sites, underlines an atmosphere of transparency and access. 
 
 
5.3. Who is involved? 
 
The question of what social agents are involved is a crucial one, since learning is a social practice 
within which relationships highly constitute the learning setting. Arguably, it influences the 
learning setting even more than the task learned itself. The main protagonists in this research 
roughly involve the following groups: students, teachers, administrators and principals and 
students’ families, especially parents109. In order to better understand what and how students pass 
on knowledge it is essential to scrutinise what experiences the different protagonists come along 
with, respectively what products and producers of own histories they are (Toren 1993). The 
principal of HCS 1 stated about students (as knowledge distributor) and families his school serves 
the following:  
 
It’s really impossible to talk about all the families in one breath. You can’t because every family 
is entirely different. So, you might have some students that no matter how much we encourage 
them to share what they learn with their family, they don’t feel comfortable. And it doesn’t 
happen too much. Then you have other families where the parents know a lot, they’re even 
learning chants and dances from the students, but it really, really varies (Interview, lines 145-52). 
 
The following listing of protagonists is based on subjectively made experiences as an outsider at a 
certain point of time, in ongoing dynamic processes at this school. 
 
5.3.1. Students at Hawaiian charter schools 
 
Of all Native Hawaiian students in Hawai’i only seven percent attend a HCS.110 Out of these, about 
two-thirds participate in subsidised lunch program, which indicates a low-income background, 
compared to 58 percent of Native Hawaiian students in regular public schools. As mentioned 
above, Native Hawaiian students perform poorly in regular public schools, where children’s test 
scores lag behind state-wide averages by approximately 10 percent. Schools with a high percentage 
                                                 
108Having visited and attended many different school settings in Hawaii, Austria and the United Kingdom, this 
separation of space between teachers and students specifically defines a schooling experience as either accessible, 
transparent, or restricted. 
109
Other groups, like family members of students, former teachers, and educational experts also play an important role 
and will be mentioned when relevant.  
110Conversation with Dan Yahata, Kamehameha Schools' Ho`olako Like Department Program Specialist, on February  
27th 2008. 
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of Native Hawaiian students are also more likely to experience teacher turnover and in general 
teachers with less experience and fewer qualifications. They are also more likely to attend a 
restructuring school under the No Child Left Behind Act111. Furthermore, compared to the 
percentage of total student population, Native Hawaiian students account for a higher percentage of 
special education program (SPED) than other ethnic minorities.112 Within one HCS this can result 
in a student body of 70-80 percent students that are registered in the special education program113. 
At the same time charter schools do not receive any additional funding for SPED-students114.  
Cindy, administrator at HCS 1, who recently moved to Hawai’i from the U.S.-mainland, refers to 
the major student body and what consequences this has on the everyday life at school: 
 
It just so happens that the area that we’re in and our host communities right now P and M, the 
demographics and the kids that are inside those do come from low-income houses and they come 
from just difficult home situations, that do create behavioural problems on the other end, inside 
the classroom. But, you know, we’re not only focusing on the kids that are coming from those 
areas. It is kind of widespread now throughout the island, and we have kids from all over the 
island (Interview, lines 80-5). 
 
Cindy was an important confidant for many students at her school. Students had a friendship-like 
relationship with her. The fact that she did not teach and therefore did not grade them, certainly 
played an important role. Hence, her assumptions on what students value and disregard at school 
are compelling: 
 
I think that the rough neighbourhoods, some of them, you know, that, most of our kids come from 
rough neighbourhoods. There’s a lot of drug use, there’s a lot of drug deals, there’s a lot of 
physical abuse, and neglect, and hungry bellies.. That all comes into effect, that when you come 
into this environment to try to learn. So, I think that they’re distracted by their home live? 
Because of the pressures that there are inside of the house. And sometimes the pressure to keep 
what’s inside of the house quiet, so that it doesn’t leak outside the house and them are focused on 
how I’m gonna make sure that I behave, so that nobody can say anything wrong. … And I also 
think that the pressure from their neighbourhood to be tough is much greater than it is to be, you 
                                                 
111The “Ka Huaka'i Native Hawaiian Educational Assessment 2005” 
<http://www.ksbe.edu/pase/pdf/Ka_Huakai/KaHuakai_ExecSumm.pdf>. 
112In 2000-2001, 18,1 percent Native Hawaiian students in public schools were enrolled in special education, as 
compared to 11 percent of Non-Hawaiian public school students. In detail, 35,4 percent of all students in the special 
education program were Native Hawaiians (Kana'iaupuni & Ishibashi 2003: 20f). 
113Interview with Cindy, lines 134-7. Some rural communities even have up to 100 percent students in the special 
education program (Meyer 2003: 61). 
114Conversation with Minnie, administrator at HCS 1. See also “Hawai'i Primers on Special Education and Public 
Charter Schools” <http://www.uscharterschools.org/cs/spedp/view/sp/24>; “Hearing Exposes Department of Education 
Withholding Funds from Special Needs Students in Charter Schools” 
<http://www.hawaiireporter.com/story.aspx?a78e097b-2004-479a-88ee-ab92264ce254>.  
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know, it’s cool to be a student, it’s cool to learn about Hawaiian culture. No. It’s cool to go scrap 
with your neighbour, cause he just ripped your brother off (Interview, lines 455-470). 
 
Although not all students do come with these experiences, the fact that students with this 
background are altogether with students who do not have it, defines anticipating conflicts. Keanu 
observes that in his class anything “Hawaiian” is valued differently: 
 
There’s like that one group, I think they kinda know, cause I have a couple of kids in my class 
where I can see that they like learning, and even though kids pull them down and talk shit about 
them, they’re okay. … And then there’s a group of kids that are like the fence sitters and they’re 
really easily influenced. … And the other ones, at the low end, probably intelligent too, but 
they’re caught in that culture of disrespect and just life sucks and so they want to be that. (lines 
132-45). 
 
Sandy, mother of a former and recent student at this HCS as well as paddle coach for an after-
school wa’a-class, also refers to this behaviour. She furthermore describes another odd observation 
she made: 
 
This group of high school kids, I mean, even the teachers have made comments that a lot of 
these kids ... were apathetic kids. I think it’s peer attitude. I think kids are very peer-driven. And 
also to me, they don’t have relationship with each other as friends. You know, they don’t have, 
it’s not like these kids are paddlin’ together, and they’re a group of friends. They’re not! They’re 
just a bunch of kids paddlin’ together. And that makes a big difference. If you’re only there for 
yourself, and it doesn’t do much. Paddlin’ is a group sport. If you go, because you wanna see so-
and-so, and you wanna sit in the canoe and you wanna support their effort to be in that canoe, 
that gives you that extra-push to go, but.. Because I told one of the kids, I said: Why don’t you 
call them up and tell them? Oh, I don’t have their numbers. It’s weird! (lines 645-57). 
 
The reasons behind apathetic behaviour or lack of closeness among the students are manifold. Yet 
they certainly have a lot to do with the high percentage of new students through all grades. At the 
other two HCS these dynamics were not observed in such intensity. Rather, there one could discern 
that students were closer – also with the teachers – and more interested in the subjects taught. Still, 
even though students might have known each other and their teachers longer and thus represent less 
newcomers/peripheral participants, the demographics can be assumed to be more or less similar.115 
The high percentage of peripheral participants and thus the many loose relationships among 
                                                 
115There is assumingly a difference between urban and rural schools. HCS 1 and HCS 2 are located in urban areas yet 
still serve students from rural areas. HCS 3 predominantly serves students who live in rural areas. 
  60 
protagonists constitute an important factor for how learning is hampered to take place. 
 
5.3.1.1.  Student’s experiences confronted at a new school 
 
As already outlined, the general structure of classroom settings in the U.S.-American public school 
system represent a high gap in the student-teacher ratio, a structuring of school practices around 
teachers’ classes and students’ individual attendance of classes, rather than students being pooled in 
one class for several years. At most HCS students are grouped in one class where they stay together 
for at least a year, some even up to six years. Minnie, administrator at HCS 1, highlights the 
importance of this social setting for students and the students’ positive response to this class 
structure: “They’ve [students] never been in a school like this, you know? What? I don’t have to go 
to five different classes during the day? I can just sit here next to my best friend all day, and go 
outside and play football?” (Interview, lines 645-8) It is a peculiar kind of group solidarity of peers, 
which results from this one class/-room. Furthermore, students are confronted more often with 
having to get along with peers, even if they are not best friends. In regular schools divisions 
according to subjects / teachers lessen the frequent contact. In a HCS the students have to find 
strategies in order to be on good a term with each other. 
 
Another factor that differentiates HCS from regular schools is the sort of relationships that students 
have with teachers. In the distributed questionnaire for students many of them commented on the 
impersonal contacts with teachers in regular public schools, who were only interested in their 
academic achievements, but not in themselves as persons.116 Here is only a small sample of 
students’ statements, who responded to the request to compare the currently attended charter school 
with the previously attended one:  
 
I really enjoy being a student at [HCS] because the kumus here give you their 100% at [previous 
school] the teachers didn’t even care if you understand the subject or not ... 9th grader, 15 years 
old, female.  
 
Well, up until two years ago I have been attending public schools. The last school I attended 
before [HCS] was [previous school]. Growing up attending public schools was ok but there 
would be fights in school. Students would fight over stupid things. Students would have a 
difficult [time] focusing on work, too much works, and theres not too much help for students ... 
11
th
 grader, 16 years old, male.  
                                                 
116
 Response to the question: “Please, compare [HCS] to your previous school. How long have you been to [HCS]? 
What do you like, what would you change?  
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My last school was [elementaryprevious school] and I left there in 5th gr. but the teachers there 
don’t care about helping you, they just give you homework and don’t help you. ... 12th grade, 17 
years old, female. 
 
30 percent of students responded to the question what they liked at the HCS they attended, subject 
matters, e.g. learning Hawaiian culture, Hawaiian language, the hula, Hawaiian history etc. The 
majority, about 50 percent, rather highlighted the context of the school; the social aspects of the 
charter school setting and the quality of the learning environment. In detail this means that from 
those 50 percent nearly 29 percent appreciated the numerous practical hands-on learning projects. 
Another 8,2 percent valued the teachers’ commitment to the students and 5,4 percent perceived the 
school as a family. The students’ criticism of basic school structures highlight the importance of 
how learning is structured by whom, rather than action – the learning activity - itself. Similarly, the 
principal of HCS 3 states: 
 
[W]hen you ask the kids specifically; what’s different about this school by another school? Why 
do you wanna be here versus another school, they tell you it’s the Aloha. They tell you it’s the 
relations between the teachers and the kids, and the kids and the teach.. you know, all the way 
around, between the whole ‘ohana, that makes this different, and that’s why they wanna be here, 
and that’s why they feel they’re succeeding. So, if nobody else, THEY strongly feel that, and 
when we look at the new three arch and education and relations relevance and rigour, relations 
gotta come first, you know. And then it has to be relevant, and then you gotta get to rigour, 
automatically (Interview, lines 318-26). 
 
She underscores the students’ preference of good and solid relationships for a good quality learning 
environment, which eventually allows the school to become more rigour in taught content. Just as 
this principal, Kalea, teacher at HCS 1, points to the importance of qualitative relationships as 
precondition for learning processes to take place: 
 
For me it’s all about building bridges and making that personal connection to each individual. 
So, when you have that personal connection with these kids, you can teach them, when they 
respect and love you, then you can teach them. It’s that much more eas.. that’s much easier to 
teach and for them to learn. We come from a society where a lot of time the kids can’t even trust 
the adults in their lives. Broken homes, and stu.. It’s kind of like a safety, it’s like your safety 
zone. It’s like the pu’uhonua (lines 363-9)117. 
 
What is peculiar about this statement is that this teacher refers to the school setting by talking about 
                                                 
117
Pu’uhonua: Place of refuge, asylum. 
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self-motivated learning instead of receiving information indoctrinated by teachers. This stresses 
Lave & Wenger’s relational view of persons, action and the world as indispensable for learning 
processes. It also reflects Meyer’s interpretation of knowledge as “found in other, reflected off 
other, continued from other, nurtured through other” (2003: 112).  
 
Legitimate peripheral participants – students or other newcomers – develop “constructively naïve" 
perspectives that invite for reflection on ongoing activities (Lave & Wenger 1991: 117). It 
resembles Meyer’s critique on empiricism as a doctrine that regards experience as the sole source 
of knowledge while denying instinctive, innate or ancestral knowledge. In Meyer’s point of view 
Hawaiian epistemology includes exactly these aspects of knowledge (2003: 78) and thus widens the 
definition of what peripheral participants, like students, can contribute. It is not a negligence of 
experience per se, but an attempt to grasp what peripheral participants value and learn by mitigating 
its significance in respect to other ways of knowing. Hence, it is crucial to pay attention to their 
critical perspective on their own transformation from one school setting to another, as they are 
particularly sensitive for the social and learning setting. In this sense, their peripheral position, their 
relative lack of experience, in fact enables their expertise. 
 
5.3.2. Adults - the lost generation 
 
In several conversations with Native Hawaiians the parents’ and teachers’ generation was often 
referred to as the “lost generation”, which indicated that they had not been exposed to Hawaiian 
cultural knowledge and practices as children. In 1896 English-only instruction was introduced in 
common schools (Department of Education 1994; cf. Benham & Heck 1998:  194), as Native 
Hawaiians were strongly discouraged to speak Hawaiian and perform any cultural practices, like 
dancing the hula118. Only in 1978 the Constitution established Hawaiian as the second official 
language of the State (Department of Education 1994; cf. Benham & Heck 1998: 198). However in 
these times, especially after Hawai’i became the 50th state of the United States in 1952, many 
parents decided not to teach their children ‘olelo Hawai’i119. Kainoa, teacher at HCS 1, tells the 
story of his grandfather, which is exemplary for his and following generations: 
 
He [grandfather] grew up in a time period when the language was banned, where people couldn’t 
practice Hawaiian culture, and his mother, my grandfather, never they teach him anything, 
because they felt that the only way their children could get ahead was if they mastered the 
                                                 
118Calvinist missionaries pursued the prohibition of the hula between 1857-9, as they worried about the “working 
moral” of Native Hawaiians (cf. Weber, Silva 2004: 51). Yet, there were no explicit written laws that prohibited the 
hula. Moreover, it was the everyday life discourse that strongly discouraged this practice (Barrère 1980: 40). 
119Hawaiian language. 
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English culture and the English language. And that’s the only way that they will succeed, so they, 
my great-grandparents spoke amongst themselves in Hawaiian, and whenever they spoke to the 
children it was always in English. And they encouraged them to go to English school, learn 
English, you know, learn how to kinda like play the white man’s culture, yah? (lines 159-68). 
 
Many parents would only speak Hawaiian among themselves and English with their children to 
learn “the ways of the dominant culture to survive” (Maunupau, 1994: 47). One’s culture’s 
language had been banned in public, but still practiced among adults, albeit not addressing their 
children.120 Furthermore, to “play the white man’s culture” indicates that Kainoa does not perceive 
of the process of westernisation as passive assimilation of Native Hawaiians, but of active and 
flexible commitment to adapt to new cultural conditions. It is a “game” whose rules one learns and 
sticks to; in this case “played” for several generations. Furthermore, the verb ”playing” suggests 
that this process can be reversed or transformed in the current students’ generation. The question 
remains whether and how students perceive their role in this “game”. 
 
The current adult generation only recently, as grown-ups mostly on a higher education level, have 
been exposed to Hawaiian culture, the history and the illegal overthrow of the Kingdom. It is an 
exposition to information about what had been omitted at school and elder generations were not 
allowed or avoided to pass on in a relatively “late stage” of age. Apparently, it is received quite 
differently; as simple “raw” information and not necessarily as knowledge. Minnie remembers the 
time at university, where she got to know more about her cultural roots, yet not necessarily how to 
handle these insights in a proper, pono way: 
 
It’s unfortunate that I wasn’t given the skills and the tools to be able to process that information 
in a productive way. Cause I came out of that Department RAGING. Like, just calling out people 
on the bus, throwing shit at tourists in Waikiki (Interview, lines 809-12). 
 
Later she refers to the cross-generational exchange of knowledge that took place when she 
confronted her father thereafter, and how she believes students nowadays deal with it: 
 
It was news to him [father], and he was too old already to be mad about stuff like that. He was 
thankful for the information, and he read all of the books that I read in college, and he got his 
education quietly and calmly, whereas I got my education like: Aarrgh! This is what happened 
and dadada! And you should go out and storm the capital, and baah! And, unfortunately we see 
                                                 
120Ways of “not” growing up in one's native language while being in touch with it at home is indeed an interesting topic. 
However, here this question will not be dealt with. Still, this phenomenon as determinant for cross-generational 
distribution of (cultural) knowledge asks for further analysis. 
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some of that here [at school]. You know, and that kinda distracts from what we’re supposed to be 
responsibly passing on to children, who don’t have the tools either to process this information. 
But they are younger, so they have a better chance of getting (laughingly) through it, you know? 
(lines 830-8). 
 
So, this anger occasionally occurs at school. Pono, teacher and head of Hawaiian studies at a CCS 
with a daughter at a HCS, also detects this danger among teachers at some HCS: 
 
Well, there are some charter schools that, and again, I don’t judge these, cause we need all 
Hawaiians at all levels. But there are some charter schools with students are coming out, they are 
very angry. They are activist based, they are out on the street corners, they’re you know, holding 
signs. ... I was asked that once: What are you doing about activism? Teaching your children to be 
active. When you have a policy or something anti-Hawaiian, who’s on the street? So, I said, I am 
on the street. … Our students are not on the street because that is a family decision, not a school 
decision. Because when their child goes home angry that family has to work that anger out. 
They’re gonna have to sit their child down: Now, no be angry when you coming here. Because it 
will rip the whole family apart, because so and so is angry about the issue (Interview, lines 552-
66). 
 
Later Pono tells me that after school she lived in Seattle for five years, as she had to move away 
from this anger, this hate that so many Hawaiians had, who started to get educated in their own 
culture. She was tired of fighting and Seattle was a good escape because she could finally practice 
what she wanted to do, to become a kumu hula, without constantly having to justify herself. Yet, 
both Minnie and Pono believe that nowadays people start to develop tools to not let this anger be 
the force of their action. Minnie’s suggestion that today’s children might deal with this anger is an 
interesting point in relation to learning that takes place through personally made practical 
experiences. It will be referred to later on in chapter “’Disrespect’” – a mistranslation? Or: how 
much do age, grade and experience really matter?” 
 
5.3.2.1. Teachers, and their motivation to work at HCS 
 
Noelani Goodyear-Ka’opua and Keola Nakanishi, co-founder of the Hawaiian charter school 
“Halau Ku Mana”, state in their respective works that one of their major motivations to have 
opened a HCS was due to their experiences as students at the private school for Native Hawaiians, 
Kamehameha Schools (Goodyear-Ka’opua 2005, Nakanishi 2000). The question whether KS is a 
school for Hawaiians or a Hawaiian school highlights their perceived lack of deeper insights into 
cultural practices and knowledge and criticises the western-driven approach the school follows. In 
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order to make “good and industrious men and women”, students are indeed prepared for 
academically rigorous higher education. Yet they are unknowing about their cultural roots 
(Goodyear-Ka’opua 2005). 
Similar to Goodyear-Ka’opua and Nakanishi, many teachers who worked at HCS 1 have made 
schooling experiences in other private schools. Contrary, at HCS 2 the majority of teachers had 
gone to regular public schools. What connects all these teachers is a desire for change through the 
initiation of an alternative model of education that is more culturally-grounded and affordable. The 
urge for an educational alternative was thus not only nurtured by the general lack of culture-based 
education in schools (Goodyear-Ka’opua 2005: 31, Benham & Heck 1998), but due to a lack in 
financially assuring qualitative learning (smaller classes, sufficient learning material, sufficient 
infrastructure, appropriate teacher salaries etc.) in regular public schools (Okumura 2008).  
 
What kind of knowledge the hegemony, the state, regards as “proper” is “academically rigorous” 
knowledge that is transmitted in formal learning settings (school, college, university etc.). It is not 
so-called “informal” knowledge which is gathered from a kupuna. Yet, exactly these forms of 
knowledge distribution are of relevance in HCS. 
 
5.3.2.1.1. “One can learn from many sources”121 - Teachers’ 
educational roots 
 
Some teachers at HCS stated that they did not attain a degree in education, but were simply 
approached by school principals to share their knowledge of a task with students at the respective 
school, which they had acquired from a kupuna, parent or grandparent,. Since charter schools have 
free choice in recruiting staff, hiring standards not compellingly include a degree in education. This 
was the case at least in the beginning of the Hawaiian charter school movement, for one simple 
reason: 
 
We’re a start-up charter school. So, in the beginning the degree factor wasn’t a big issue. Slowly 
now as we move along, it’s still a big issue, but if I’m hiring as a resource teacher because there 
is a lot of traditional Hawaiian things that can’t be taught, that’s not in the book. So, you can’t go 
to school for it, you have to live it to learn it. ... I teach wa’a kaulua, double-whole sailing. I also 
do traditional cooking and cooking period. I also teach lauhala weaving, I do some medicine 
plants. So, lot of things that I was taught, it’s handed down. Whether through my grandmother or 
my kupunas or other kupunas who see that would like to teach me anything because they see that 
I have the patience to learn (Interview with Kapena, lines 52-63). 
                                                 
121Pukui (1983: 24). 
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Another example of different learning resources is Leighna’s story, teacher at HCS 2:  
 
I’m not degreed at all. But that wasn’t really an issue when I was called to come work at [HCS 2] 
because as a result of my having to study independently, because I had to work all the time, I had 
a reputation for knowing a lot about Hawaiian history, social history, civil rights issues, and I’m 
also a composer. So, a lot of my work which I learned under masters, under their wing, was 
different from somebody sitting in the classroom at the university and getting their education. So, 
I studied with individuals, older people who were known for their expertise schools, realised that 
I was interested in music, art, history, and that’s how I learned everything (Interview, lines, 9-18). 
 
Teaching cultural knowledge does not require an academically rigorous setting, like the university. 
Still, many teachers attained a degree in “Hawaiian Studies”, which provides another tool to “re-
educate” – as Minnie describes it122. To combine this handed-down knowledge with the demand of 
the DOE to employ “legitimate” teachers, as licensed by a western higher education institution, 
naturally causes discrepancies. Crucial at HCS is that the former is seen as equally important; the 
proficiency in a task that has been learned practically from elders in family, or other kupunas.  
Of interest is also that both teachers stated that that they were chosen to be taught because their 
kumu or kupuna saw they were patient, interested. I will refer to this “readiness” to learn later on in 
the chapter “A student being makaukau – self-motivation to learn”. 
 
5.3.2.1.2. Teachers balancing own experiences as students 
with those of today’s students 
 
As already mentioned, teachers and students at one HCS had rather different schooling experiences 
not only because of different times of being schooled, but because of the kind of education; either 
private or public. Minnie describes her own student experiences at the “prep school”123 KS and 
contrasts this to the vision of the charter school she works at: 
 
It was a college prep school. And again, that was the foresight of the ali’i124, to say this is gonna 
be a rigorous prep school for you to get out and own business, and you know, run the show, as 
opposed to just being a worker initial. I think [HCS 1] is ... definitely more grounded in culture, 
                                                 
122Minnie talks of “re-education” as the resuscitation of Hawaiian knowledge at the Hawaiian Studies Center at the 
University of Hawai'i at Manoa: “I call it re-education, cause our kupuna already knew it, you know, like, they just 
stopped teaching us for a little while and then taught us something else, and so, it's re-educating what we already know 
inherently, you know?” (Interview, lines 782-4)  
123“Prep school” is a shortcut for “preparation school”, which prepares high school graduates for continuing higher 
education in a college, or prestigious universities, like Ivy League Universities. 
124Chief, chiefess, monarch, here Princess Pauahi Bishop. 
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definitely more concerned with the relevance of where you are as opposed to where you’re going. 
... At Kamehameha we had an army of people surrounding us: Okay, what are you gonna do? 
Where are you gonna go? Okay, here is the military recruitment guide, here is counsellor, here is 
all these guys from these different colleges. Like, constantly just innervating us with choices, but 
never really stopping and asking us: Well, what do you wanna do? Where do you wanna go? 
More like telling us: Here’s all the things that would be best for you in taking all of these 
personality test, and career placement test, and then shuffling you off to the mainland college, 
and getting you out of Hawai’i (Interview, lines 444-9, 489-98). 
 
By now the story is a different one, as in 2000 Kamehameha Schools implemented a restructuring 
Educational Strategic Plan that is running until 2015, which focuses among other things on a more 
culture-based education.125 Minnie contrasts the two different schools’ concept, as the former was 
concerned with paving the way for students into a “ready-made” higher education system, which 
provides them with titles. With Bourdieu spoken, this cultural capital is prestigious for a system 
that values highly competitive educational structures. It is about “becoming” someone, whereas a 
HCS is supposedly more concerned with the student in the “here and now”. HCS are interested in 
working out what the students’ unique interests are and how these can be channelled to their 
suitable profession. This can, but not necessarily need to consider a submission to academically 
rigorous higher education.. 
Minnie also speaks about how these differently shaped personal histories among teachers provoke 
conflict fields in everyday life at school:  
 
A lot of our staff here went to Kamehameha, and if they didn’t go to Kamehameha they went to 
Punahou126. You know, you’ve got this rigorous education mana’o127 behind everybody, that 
maybe that’s part of the reason. You know, like, we’re looking at these kids, and like: What are 
you doing? As to, we’re coming from a privileged perspective, where we know a buzzing ass and 
working real hard is what it looks like, and what it feels like (Interview, lines 656-62). 
 
“The reason” she refers to is the apathetic and disrespectful behaviour especially among older 
students, who had entered school only recently or those “long-term-students”, who have been 
immersed in the school “long enough” to appreciate, at least understand its values. There is a 
different evaluation and perception of academic achievements, for whose Minnie had to “buzz her 
ass”, whereas regular public schools’ sanctioning when achievements are not met, are barely 
                                                 
125Among the seven goals and priorities in the Educational Strategic Plan it is stated that “Kamehameha Schools will 
cultivate, nurture, perpetuate, and practice 'Ike Hawai'i (which includes Hawaiian culture, values, history, language, 
oral traditions, literature, and wahi pana – significant cultural or historical places –  etc.)”. See 
<http://www.ksbe.edu/SPI/PDFS/Publications/EntireDocument.pdf>.  
126Besides KS, Punahou is the second wealthiest private school, not only of Hawai'i, but of the whole United States. 
127 Idea, belief, mind. 
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frightening: 
 
In a public school system, where the penalty doesn’t really mean a whole lot! What? 
Suspended? Great! You know, I get to stay home for a week, that’s fabulous! Oh, you mean, all 
I gotta do is do that again, I get to stay home again for a week? That disconnect and the lack 
of.. where people are looking forward to being suspended (lines 680-4). 
 
At HCS 1, where interviewed teachers had mainly made schooling experiences in private schools, 
conflicts between students and teachers, more specifically arguments concerning students’ 
behaviour, occurred more frequently than at HCS 2.128 There, teachers had rather made similar 
public school experiences to their students.129  Still, many other teachers at HCS 1 had undergone 
similar public schooling as their students, and/or had been previously occupied in a different 
working area than education.  
Despite the heterogeneous teacher as well as student body, in consideration of the socioeconomic 
background of most students, as well as the high percentage of students that were labelled “special 
education students”, there was a discrepancy between the kinds of school experiences of students, 
and the ones of teachers.130  
The different schooling experiences, the more intense working field for teachers - as well as for 
students through the adjustment to this new learning setting - provoke conflict areas that are 
perceived differently by adults and children/adolescents. Hence, the following chapter will focus on 
typically occurring ruptures between teachers and students.  
 
5.3.2.1.3. Teachers and students – working together despite 
differences 
 
Teachers have an expectation of students to appreciate, at least respect the content they learn at a 
HCS. In the light of generational differences in the exposition to cultural knowledge fractures 
between generations might become even more obvious. This is since emotional, personal motives 
                                                 
128 In addition, it is important to state that HCS 1 was in the midst of tremendous restructuring of the physical school 
site, as well as internal restructuring that was required by the NLCB Act in the case of failing the State’s required 
academic achievements. 
129At the latter school one interviewed teacher was proud of the fact that she did not come from a highly academically 
rigorous school background and instead gathered most knowledge in settings outside school, e.g. by a kupuna. 
However, it is impossible to verify this trend, for the time of actual presence in the field was not sufficient enough. Still, 
the disparity between teachers’ and students’ schooling experiences asks for further investigation in order to reveal 
influences on understandings of learning processes. 
130One also has to take into account that even though the socioeconomic conditions between teachers and students 
might have been more similar, at the time teachers were students admission for private schools used to be much lower 
than they are nowadays. For instance, Kualani, a Hawaiian Studies teacher at the private school Maryknoll, stated that 
if she would have attended the school as a student nowadays, her parents could have never afforded the admission fees. 
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of teachers might be involved in the act of teaching. The majority of teachers who work in HCS 
have not been exposed to this type of cultural knowledge, especially imparted within a school 
setting. Cindy, administrator at HCS 1, refers to the frustration of teachers, who might envy the 
provided opportunities their students have: 
 
I131: And do you feel that the kids acknowledge this effort? That they acknowledge the effort of 
what they learn here? 
C: No. (laughs) And THAT right there is what most, ahm our kumu tires out the most, to know 
that, had they been given this opportunity when they were child, the kumu would be so far, so 
much further ahead with ten or fifteen years extra experience (Interview, lines 384-90). 
 
Added to that comes the value proposition of the “learning ‘ohana” in order to develop a 
relationship of trust, which obviously involves one’s personal emotions: 
 
I think that most of the kids, now with a number of kids coming from a single-parent-households 
or broken families, this is the stable part in their life. Or coming from backgrounds of abuse and 
neglect and, abuse of substances like alcohol, drugs, and the families being so busy doing this and 
that. They come here and it’s a stable family that’s always here, and always loving and always 
open-armed for them. And they feel the most comfortable when they come here. And I think that 
school environment should be that way, because if it’s a safe learning environment for them, 
learning can better take place than if it was in, didn’t feel comfortable here at all. I think that us 
being a family-based school, I think it models what family is like (Interview with Kainoa, lines 
708-18). 
 
 How strength-sapping this personal effort in well-functioning social relationships can be, to be an 
“auntie”, or friend, is touched by another teacher: 
 
It’s that fine line, trying to get your kids to respect and love you the way you respect and love 
them. Sometimes I feel like I gave up on you, already! You show me so much disrespect, how 
can I not.. I just don’t want anything to do with you. And that’s personalities coming out. It’s 
this, my personal thing. I have to: okay! Get over it and rebuild the relationship. So it’s, for me 
it’s all about building bridges and making that personal connection to each individual. 
(Interview with Kalea, lines 358-63). 
 
Another teacher sums up his view on advantages and disadvantages of acting as “learning 
‘ohana”: 
                                                 
131Interviewer, author. 
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I think it carries more responsibility, because it’s not like you really just cut it off when you go 
home. ... And so, the upside, I think, it is a lot more buyin’ from the kumus who do stay more 
than one year, you know? If you’ve stayed two or three years, you’re pretty much, you’ve kinda 
bought into it, where you’ve gone through enough prep, or if you’re still here, then you’re 
probably somebody, who’s really interested in the cause. Cause the money is not enough to go 
through all the crap. I think it’s good, I like the atmosphere, it’s more than just a school. It is a 
community, and it is kind of a family, everybody has their own quirks. ... The downside is it does 
lead to a little bit more drama. There’s possibility for more frustration and to take things 
personally, because it is like a family, you figure you know these people, these kids, and when 
they say stuff to you that really hurts, that’s like, Jeez! Why you gonna do that? (Interview, lines 
414-8). 
 
Another important factor that influences the student-teacher relationship, and thus students’ 
experiences with schooling in general, is the high teacher turnover, which occurs in many 
schools132. Susie, paddling teacher and mother of a student at a HCS, describes effects on the 
students as follows:  
 
And that high [teacher] turnover makes a difference in how the kids are. You know, the kids that 
have been there, and they see teachers come and go, and they develop relationships. And then 
they have a relationship, you know, a good relationship, a student-teacher-relationship, and then 
they come next year and the teacher is not there! It’s like: Wow! There’s a sense of abandonment 
and loss there. We’re talkin’ ‘ohana and community. And then suddenly somebody is gone. 
(Interview, lines 859-63). 
 
Although she refers to experiences made in a HCS, the phenomenon of high teacher turnover is a 
national problem and mostly due to the low salary of public schoolteachers, especially in 
Hawai’i133. Pua, senior teacher at a HCS, describes the feelings she and her peers had when 
teachers left the school for good: 
 
At the end of the year so many of the teachers left. Kinda left us, like, feeling bad. Cause one of 
the teachers at the last day of school started crying cause he couldn’t, he told us that he can’t 
                                                 
132<http://www.ksbe.edu/pase/pdf/Ka_Huakai/KaHuakai_ExecSumm.pdf>. 
133According to the National Education Association, in the school year 2002-2003 the annual salary of public 
schoolteachers in Hawai'i ranked twentieth in the United States, more than $1400 below the average ('Teacher Pay 
Ranks 20th in the Nation', Honolulu Star-Bulletin 2004; cf. Okamura 2008: 69f). To face this shortage of teachers the 
DOE started to annually employ 300 'emergency hires', who have bachelor's degrees but still have not completed 
teacher licensing examinations or a teacher education program. This accordingly results in teachers being assigned to 
teach subjects they are not proficient in (Okamura 2008: 70), which speaks for (more precisely, against) the kind of 
quality of public education in Hawai'i. 
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handle certain kids (lines 153-7). 
 
They felt to be the reason for turning to another school or another profession. Yet, one cannot stop 
the analysis at this point, as it would simply perpetuate an image of students being the scapegoats 
and thus the main reason for the high teacher turnover. However, it is important to keep in mind the 
influence of the lack of financial resources for an acting public charter school to provide solid 
social relationships, a “learning ‘ohana”. This is since teachers are also counsellors, friends, 
aunties, uncles, or considerable substitutes for parents.  
 
5.3.2.2. Parents choosing an alternative or alterNATIVE 
school; or both? 
 
Obviously, there are different motives for parents to send their child to a HCS. For some, the 
cultural aspect, to find an alterNATIVE school, is very important. This notion is a description for an 
alternative, more culturally-grounded education for Native Hawaiians (Nakanishi 2000).  Other 
parents, mostly Non-Hawaiians, look for an alternative to regular public school learning. Most 
likely the choices for an alternative are due to a lack of hands-on-learning opportunities in regular 
public schools, communication of teachers to parents, facilities, personal relationships etc. and/or if 
resources for private education are not given. For instance, as a half-Filipino with no Hawaiian 
ancestors, Winnie, president of the Local School board and mother of a student at a HCS, 
comments her decision for a HCS: 
 
I knew I wanted to get him out of the public school system. And personally couldn’t afford to 
send him to a private school. And, so I knew the only other way to go would be the charter 
schools. And didn’t, I honestly didn’t know much about charter schools at all. And when I 
found [HCS 1], and heard about them, and it was the culture that, you know, was the bonus, 
that I didn’t even, I didn’t even think about before. So, that was the plus. So, it wasn’t 
necessarily what I was.. I didn’t start out looking for a Hawaiian school. It just happened that 
way (laughingly) I guess! (Interview, lines 109-17). 
 
Like Paul, father of a student at HCS 1 and a mother of a student from California, later in the 
interview Winnie mentions that the main motivation for the choice of a HCS were the many hands-
on activities the school provided. Wendy, mother of a disabled child, appreciates the 
implementation and modelling of certain values that she misses in regular public schools: 
 
[HCS 1], granted, takes what I see as children from dysfunctional school systems or families, I’m 
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not saying all of them, but a majority of them, and is trying to introduce these concepts. ... Not 
necessarily saying: This is a value, you learn it. But rather by the way that they carry out 
themselves and so, humility, tolerance, patience, curiousity, ahm, not so much competitiveness 
but cooperation. I think these are good values, however, I know that they are not really rewarded 
in today’s society. (…) It’s a uniquely spirited-driven school. The spirit of the faculty, and 
especially the teachers make it happen. It’s amazing the sacrifices they give up for, and they give 
up.. the sacrifices they make in order to be there. And of course, no one can expect that we.. them 
to be retained beyond a couple of years, which is sad, but while they are there, you know, they 
really do, give it their all, and are very caring. So, that’s VAST difference from a public school 
(Interview, lines 69-76). 
 
In her opinion the public school system does not have proper financial resources to provide a 
quality-based education that could rest on these values (lines 84-9). Paradoxically, having a child 
that is categorised in the special education program, she found the most suiting school in one that 
does not receive any funding for SPED-students. In some cases the child itself heard about a HCS 
and convinced his/her parents to let him/her attend this school.134  
It is compelling to categorise parents along the line of alternative and alterNATIVE school choice. 
However, this chapter will reveal that parents can be categorised according to another factor, 
namely the support for the functioning of this community of practice named school. Further on the 
question is raised whether parents perceive themselves as legitimate peripheral participants of the 
school, respectively as students in general. 
 
5.3.2.2.1. Parents’ assistance and involvement 
 
At HCS 1 parents are asked to commit to 16 hours of kokua (help) per semester, which was met by 
87 percent in the school year 2007/08. 70 percent of those exceeded the required 16 hours by 
totalling 1 950 hours of volunteer work. In the principal’s point of view this is a strong statement 
against the widespread stereotype that “the higher percentage of lower-income families you have, 
the higher percentage of minority-families you have (…) the less parent involvement” (Interview, 
lines 79-83). Parents’ support is seen as crucial also for students’ behaviour and success in school. 
Many teachers stated that the first and foremost teachers for children are their parents. If certain 
basic values of social interaction are not taught and practiced at home this makes it harder for 
teachers to educate students.   
Yet, parent assistance is not equal to parent engagement, as there is a difference between assistance 
for extra-curricular events and actively learning the content the children do. At the application form 
                                                 
134Students, who mentioned that it was them that decided for a HCS, appreciated the many hands-on projects. 
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at one HCS parents are asked to consider the enrolment not of their child only, but of their entire 
‘ohana. It reflects the ideal that educating a child is a holistic task, which involves several 
protagonists in order to be able to speak of a “learning ‘ohana”. Thus, parents are perceivable as 
legitimate peripheral participants. In similar ways, Ku Kahakalau, principal of the first HCS Kano o 
ka ‘Aina, envisions a holistic learning center that reflects ancestral Hawaiian settings of learning. 
This kauhale135 is an alternative notion to “school” and is extended to community-education 
programs (Interview, lines 296-308). Here, parents are not only seen as important volunteers for the 
school, but subsequently as potential students. Keoni expresses this extension of access to content 
to parents: 
 
One of the goals of [HCS 1] is to get the parents involved, like to educate them what we learn, 
what we’re teaching the children. And I think if they are more involved, then they’ll have a 
better understanding of what we’re teaching, how we’re teaching, and they might better 
appreciate, about what we are teaching the content and the curriculum (Interview, lines 397-
401).136  
 
Their legitimate periphery thus has two “stages”: first, to get involved with the school by providing 
help in the organisation and realisation of events and second, to become “students”, who are 
motivated to learn the new content that their children are exposed to. The practical involvement is a 
crucial part to move further behind “mere” kokua in order to spark parents’ interest. However, the 
parents’ own periphery is defined by them, albeit the school appreciates their growing involvement. 
So, “mere” kokua is appreciated as well. 
 
In the school year I visited HCS 1 there had been the highest number of newly attending students 
thus far, and with them, obviously, new parents.137 The majority of newcomer parents were rather 
little knowledgeable about cultural practices. Still, or anyhow, Minnie refered to the outstanding 
involvement and commitment of these parents, who cleaned up  the camp site (cutting trees etc.), 
sanded paddles for canoe class or in most cases provided food at gatherings. Especially the 
provision of food reflected a particular kind of kokua for those, who were little sufficient in 
Hawaiian chants, protocols etc; by nurturing the community. Some parents were not very interested 
in learning the content, the chants, protocols etc. In other cases it was discernible that parents felt 
uncomfortable to perform something that they recently learned in front of their children and 
                                                 
135“Group of houses comprising a Hawaiian home”. 
136
Keoni intended to provide Hula evening classes for parents at school, however, due to time shortage and lack of 
financial resources, this project was postponed to a subsequent date.  
137Interview with Minnie, lines 628-9. 
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teachers; the “experts”138. Still, the majority of parents, who attended events, did murmur the chants 
at openings and closings.  
Equally, not all parents might have felt the need to act as legitimate peripheral participants. Kealoha 
suspected that some parents’ lack of interest in the school has to do with the changing parent body 
ever since the opening of the school approximately ten years ago: 
 
In the beginning it was only kids from parents who were already involved, whereas now we have 
parents hearing about the school in newspapers. There is no personal connection. It’s cool to send 
their kids to [HCS 1]. The parents were not involved in the culture renaissance. The Hawaiian 
population of the students at [HCS 1] has dropped, from 100 to 80 percent part-Hawaiian, and 
that’s why the whole culture at this school has changed (Interview on 17 December 2007). 
 
Kealoha described the changing values that were associated with having one’s child in a HCS, 
which the teacher related to parents’ contentwise involvement in the Cultural Renaiisance of the 
late 1970’s. She perceived a group of parents nowadays, who consider it “hip” to have their child 
sent to a HCS, where they learn the “exotic” ‘olelo Hawai’i and dance the real, traditional hula. 
Some parents, especially those, who did not volunteer for school events, clean-ups etc., were 
speculated to only “consume” the advantages of the school. Minnie addresses this phenomenon by 
distinguishing charter schools from regular public schools, respectively, parents’ needful 
engagement: 
 
Our ‘ohanas are not perfect, but I think for the most part this is a school of choice. So, schools of 
choice, you’re not just sending them to the school that’s down the street from your house. You’re 
choosing to put them in something that’s also public, but also agreeing to be involved more than 
you would if your kid was just in a regular public school (Interview, lines 284-8). 
 
What was discernible for her was that the commitment – as well as the kind of commitment - 
changed according to the length of time the students had been attending the school. She 
furthermore drew a line between apathetic behaviour among students and parents’ involvement in 
school: 
 
                                                 
138
This uncomfortable feeling can be read as an awareness of respectful behaviour towards Hawaiian cultural practices, 
towards kupuna, the “cultural experts”. In this case the kumu at the school, respectively the children embody these 
“experts”. Kirsten, teacher at HCS 2, stated that although she learned 'olelo Hawai'i she does not dare to speak for the 
following reason: “I don't know if it's I'm ashamed of if I'm gonna say it wrong. And, you know, I always was told that 
the words are sacred and there's power in the words, there's mana and I'm just afraid of pronouncing things wrong and 
maybe saying something that that's not what I really meant to say, you know saying it wrong? And so I just kinda like 
don't speak (Interview, lines 360-5). Minnie similarly expressed hesitation in speaking Hawaiian (personal 
conversation). 
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When we’re talking about apathy, that’s where our old families, like our kids that have been here 
since the beginning, those are the ones that we don’t see anymore. Those are the ones that are not 
around anymore, they are not involved at all anymore. Cause they’ve just kind of come: Oh, 
[HCS 1] is babysitting my kid again next year. I mean, maybe they’re not thinking that, but I 
never see them. Our returning families are, every year that the child has been here, is less and 
less involvement by the families. I think, maybe because they’re comfortable. It’s our new 
families, like this year for example, we had the most new students send to schools ever taken on. 
And the degree of parent and ‘ohana participation from those new kids families, is huge. Which, 
I love it. And maybe it’s partially because: Oh, I really wanna check out what’s happening in the 
school, and then once they feel that: Okay, it’s a safe place for my kid, then they stop being so 
involved, I don’t know (Interview, lines 620-33). 
 
The statement reveals that a “learning ‘ohana” is not simply a “service” that is provided to students 
and their families, but a dynamic, ever changing process that is highly dependent on every 
participants involvement. Winnie, president of the Local School board and parent representative, 
theorised that the decline of involvement was linked to their burn out, which she already felt after a 
year in her position. Still, she discerned a difference among involved parents: 
 
They’re [parents] working a couple of jobs, so they have no time, that I understand. But if 
you’re.. for the parents who have time to go grab a beer with their friends, you know, every other 
day, that I have a problem with. Cause it’s your, this is your child’s future. Your responsibility 
doesn’t stop after you feed and cloth them (lines 473-6). 
 
Paul, father of a student at a HCS, put it the following way, when I asked him where he sees the 
border between parents’ and teachers’ responsibilities towards the student/child: 
 
Well, me personally, I don’t care either way. Ahm, if you have something that you can pass on to 
the student, pass it on! If I had been raised in the culture I wouldn’t mind passing on the 
knowledge. Ahm, the school doing it, it’s a plus right there. And, you know, being a small school, 
and everybody being so close together, it just makes it for a bigger family (lines 189-202).  
 
In this respect the border between school and home gets blurry, as the responsibilities of a 
certain adult for the upbringing of a child is not a question that is easily answered. What is 
asked for by different adults, who are involved in children’s and adolescents’ world it is simply 
a matter of commitment, no matter what role one has in respect to the child. 
 
 
  76 
5.3.2.2.2. Parents’ engagement – to become students 
 
Indeed, some parents consider the school an opportunity for them to learn. For instance, for Paul, 
the father, to have his son in a HCS was also an opportunity for himself to become more 
knowledgeable about Hawaiian culture. His son and much more he himself, they are active in the 
after-school paddling that is deeply ingrained in Hawaiian chants and thus exemplary for the 
implementation of core Hawaiian values. In reply to the question what paddling meant for him 
when he sees his son practicing it, interestingly he referred more to himself: 
 
Ah, actually it’s my way to get into the culture, it’s my foot in. I know, when I was in the 
[military] service back in the 80’s, my Dad and my sisters had actually paddled. But I wasn’t 
there, so, I wasn’t involved in it. But just my son got involved with the paddling, and it is a 
cultural thing, Hawaiian cultural thing. It’s my foot in to get for me to learn. Cause I’m also 
learning the language when they do the chants and the pule139, and all that stuff. The language 
when they actually doing the parts of the boat. I’m learning a little bit of the cultural history of 
the sport (Interview, lines 205-10). 
 
This father perceives this school not only as a place of learning for his child, but an opportunity for 
him as an adult, and parent, to “re-educate” himself, as Minnie puts it.140 Many teachers and parents 
feel the need for programs, which serve them to get more proficient in Hawaiian cultural practices. 
One mother also wishes for parenting classes in school, especially for younger parents, who might 
have questions related to issues of parenting.141 However, there is also rejection to this learning 
model. Wendy, mother of a student, responds to the question, whether she would wish for more 
programs for parents at school the following: 
 
I’d say no. Because my view is, the role of a school, if this is a school and it is, the first thing is 
academics, the second thing is all of the other attributes and skills that are being learned. And I 
don’t think that is an appropriate forum to provide classes for parents. It is a school for the 
children (Interview, lines 176-9). 
 
This mother expresses concern about parents’ interference in children’s learning spaces that she 
believes have to be separate from the ones of parents. However, in the interview she also expressed 
that she appreciated the potential invitation from the school to participate and learn about any 
                                                 
139Prayer. 
140In this example it might not be a kupuna that Paul learns from, as Minnie refers to it, but people, who actively 
practice cultural protocols and live certain values.  
141Interview with Winnie, lines 405-15. 
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cultural practice. 
 
Another mindset of some parents involves a deep wish for their child to learn cultural practices, the 
values and language, however not necessarily for them. Kirsten, teacher at HCS 2, speculates that 
because some parents are aware of the cultural revival, they see its relevance rather for their 
children: 
 
I think that their [students’] parents are a little bit more aware of that whole renaissance and the 
culture and stuff. Maybe, I don’t think a lot of them are really into it, but I think they want their 
children to know, because maybe like me growing up, I really didn’t know much about it 
(Interview, lines 281-5). 
 
It might be obtained knowledge that is already “satisfactory enough”; shame to expose themselves 
as “learners” to their children and/or teachers; or sheer personal disinterest in the cultural content. 
Either way, this woolly matter asks for further research, as it reveals motives of parents for the 
choice of this school. Subsequently, it also sheds light on their expectations upon children, 
especially as knowledge distributors. 
 
5.3.2.2.3. Involvement as legitimate peripheral participant 
 
The distinguishing concept of HCS asks for committed, involved, and interested parents, who do 
not shy away from joining into something new. Yet, what distinguishes parents is not necessarily 
their interest either in cultural issues or an affordable alternative to regular public schools. It is a 
matter of commitment and involvement to allow the dynamic ideal of a “learning ‘ohana” to 
become reality. As this school model is not a typical formal learning institution, it makes it 
challenging to distinguish between the kuleana of parents and teachers, which was already 
indicated in Paul’s statement further above. To a greater degree, it is an expression of efforts to 
create a learning environment that is holistic by taking into account the student not only as a 
student but as a child; a human being.  
When I asked interviewees whether the school could be regarded as a “second family”, a big 
majority overwhelmingly confirmed this expression. Yet, there was a different perception 
discernible. It implied the idea of the school either as an extension or replacement of one’s own 
family. Many parents confirmed the idea of the school as a support to what they provided their 
children as a family. Yet, in interviews with teachers, many deplored that parents regard the school 
to “babysit” their kids. In the light of parents’ strenuous efforts working several jobs, naturally little 
time is left for one’s child at the end of the day. One father responded to the question, whether his 
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children share with him what they learn, defensively and regretfully that he is the “workin’ guy”. 
With two jobs there is little time, energy and motivation left to pay close attention to his children. 
His wife added that besides that it was also simply too much new stuff to learn, e.g. the chants.142  
 
Even though teachers at HCS acknowledge that parents have limited time, energy and resources, 
their different perceptions of the school do have direct impacts on capacities and achievements of 
the school. The choice of a HCS might be a deliberate one, even though at the time of application 
parents might already know that they will not be able to volunteer as much as it is asked for. To 
send one’s child to such a school is not necessarily the “last chance” for a student in academic 
sense; or primarily an alternative, more hands-on learning opportunity; or the wish for more and 
deeper cultural knowledge. It could as well be the simple realisation of parents that they cannot 
provide their child a kind of family that they wish for and thus hope for more by sending it to a 
HCS.143  Kainoa, as many other teachers, perceives himself also as a parent to his students due to 
the quantity of time he spends with them: 
 
We spend more time with these kids than their own parents. They only have two hours, hour and 
a half with their parents before they go to bed. They are so tired by the end of school; we have 
an hour longer school day than a regular school, and more stuff going on during the school day 
than a regular school, more different things. So, these kids are tired and they spend most of the 
day with us. Sometimes we have to tell the parents about their kids, you know (laughs)? 
(Interview, lines 546-52) 
 
Conditions for legitimate peripheral participation are defined individually according to one’s 
consideration of being part of this community of practice. The fact that charter schools struggle 
financially coincidently accompanies the need for parents’ support. Yet the latter constitutes a 
necessity in order to embody Hawaiian ways of living and learning in a community. As Winnie puts 
it in the words of a famous African proverb:  
 
It’s that saying that it takes a village to raise the family [child, sic], and that’s exactly what we’re 
doing. Cause I know, I’ve been around enough that any of the other kids that my son goes to 
                                                 
142Interview with Clark and Sandy, lines 484-96. 
143Statistics show that Native Hawaiian households have the highest incidence of single-parent families: 
<http://www.ksbe.edu/pase/pdf/Ka_Huakai/KaHuakai_SocialFindings.pdf>. Yet, this is a hypothesis. This is since it is 
rather unlikely to find parents, who admit that they chose a certain school so to provide their child something that is 
generally regarded their responsibility; to provide a family setting. This circumstance parallels my mother's choice for 
me and my siblings' school. As a single mother she sent us to a Czech school in Vienna, as wished for by our father, 
although or more likely because his contact with the cultural roots of his mother were loose. When I once asked her 
why she still kept us in that school after we obviously did not have any contact to Czech relatives, she responded that 
she was relieved to have had us in a school that was like a family to us. Something that she, as a working single mother, 
could not possibly provide. 
  79 
school with, if they need something they can call me, and my son can do the same! So, that’s 
definitely a good thing (laughs) (Interview, lines 142-5). 
 
After the three main groups of protagonists have been introduced and social dynamics at HCS 
have been touched, I now refer to the negotiation and contestation of Hawaiian ways of 
learning. 
 
 
5.4. Observe, listen, do – and shut your mouth 
 
 [T]he whole concept of look, listen, imitate, is very positive. You might, we may be turning it 
into something that is kind of harsh, but for Hawaiian people, before, it was observe, so you can 
see the unseen. You can see beyond what is there! Listen, so you can hear what is not said. And 
imitate after a long period of time! When we learn like say, pound kapa144 for example, we might 
watch the whole day! Just watch, and do the little things with the experts, you know: Go get new 
water. You gotta earn your way to the imitate. It’s not just like watch me, now go and don’t ask 
questions! It’s like: Watch me for the whole day, the whole year! The whole months, whatever it 
is. And when you are truly ready, and you have absorbed this into your core, take it from my 
hand. And then there will be no question because you are truly ready. So it’s really a beautiful 
philosophy that we have managed to, you know, superficially turn it into something that’s almost 
like a punishment! … And it’s more about: Don’t ask, because you will have no need to ask 
(Interview with Pono, lines 913-34, my emphasis). 
 
“Shutting one’s mouth” can be considered a common prejudice towards Hawaiian ways of learning, 
namely, of not granting students an individual negotiation of knowledge.145 Pono, the head of the 
Hawaiian studies program at a CCS, distances the Hawaiian teaching philosophy from a western 
approach as she outlines the advancing aspect of shutting one’s mouth. This deliberate action is 
wrongly perceived as punishment, as imperative of not being allowed to talk at all, whereas rather it 
is a matter of necessity and proper timing. 
 
In Hawaiian regular public schools, as in many other areas of everyday life, there is a subtly passed 
stereotype of Hawaiian ways of living that are considered backward and savage, even violent. In 
her analysis of Hawaiian studies textbooks, which are used in Hawaiian studies curriculum in 
public schools, Julie Kaomea reveals these backward stereotypes. These images are especially 
antiquating of anything Hawaiian, which onsequently hardens efforts to conceptualise Hawaiian 
                                                 
144Formerly clothes of any kind or bedclothes; quilt. 
145Several teachers and educational experts agreed on this misconception of “shutting one's mouth” among people, who 
are unfamiliar with Hawaiian ways of learning. 
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values and ways of living as contemporary matter (2005). Thus, ambivalent feelings towards 
Hawaiian ways of teaching by observing, listening, and shutting one’s mouth, are likely to harden a 
stereotype of an authority-driven style of teaching. Kaomea furthermore concludes that Hawaiian 
studies textbooks have a striking similarity to tourist Hawaiian tour books, which perpetuate an 
exoticised and romanticised image of Native Hawaiians (2001: 70). In the following, this 
stereotype is tried to be deconstructed accordingly. 
 
5.4.1. Hawaiian ways of learning 
 
One striking difference between a Hawaiian understanding of learning and western schooling is the 
act of asking questions. As stated above, Native Hawaiians traditionally consider asking questions, 
ninau, as last stage of a learning process and even then, only on occasion. Scribner and Cole, two 
psychologists, who did research on the practice of literacy in Liberia, argue that in a western 
context, to ask questions is to learn how to “do” school appropriately and thus may be a major part 
of what school teaches (1981; cf. Lave & Wenger 1991: 107). In Pono’s experiences as a student, 
explicit instruction was rare. Furthermore, asking questions at any given time very much changes 
the process of learning: 
 
When I was growing up, there was exactly that: No questions. You observe, you listen well and 
you imitate. And it wasn’t as it sounds. What it was, was a means for which a child was able to 
learn the complete process without cutting short something. Cause as soon as you ask the 
question and say: What was that? Or: How do you do that? The kumu would say: Watch again! 
You have to learn patience, perseverance, ethic of hard work. You ask a question it cuts the whole 
process short, the teacher gives you the answer and boom! We’re done. So, it was a expert way of 
teaching a child to really be focused! They’re not giving you the answer, because most of our 
teaching didn’t have any words at all! Teachers showed you in silence! There was no idle chatter! 
There was no distraction, but you were focused. And the teacher was the authority, and there was 
no question because there is no room for error. Because you are learning an ancestral, you have 
kuleana to do it (Interview, lines 870-84, my emphasis). 
 
What is discernible from this quote is that the assumed juxtaposition of “student-focused” versus 
“teacher as authority” is obsolete, since the student is indeed the focus: He/She is provided with the 
opportunity to try out, to practice on his/her own, instead of curtailing the act of learning by asking 
the theoretical question of a respective task. Questions are not unsolicited per se, but the moment of 
posing them is of significance, namely, after sufficient knowledge has been gathered. Susie, mother 
and after school canoe-teacher for HCS 1, cuts right to the chase of the matter:  
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[T]heir [children’s] observation is keener through [HCS 1], I think. Because they’re taught to 
maka walo
146. They’re taught to look, and learn and be still, listen and absorb, you know? 
Whereas and that’s cultural, whereas the Western way is you ask questions. And a very good 
example of that is [Luke]. Because [Luke] came from California, and [Kumu Keoni] has dubbed 
him the Professor, because he’s, he’ll pick something and go: Why? Why? Why? Why? Why? 
You know? And the old Hawaiian style is, you watch and you learn! You don’t, it rude to ask: 
Why, why, why, why, why, why. Just, you know, look, and try to find out. That’s a difference in 
the intelligence in culture. You know, is: I have to know now, and you have to tell me! Whereas, 
Hawaiian style is: I respect you, and I see that you’re a master. So, I’m gonna sit here quietly, and 
I hope that you’ll accept me as your student. It’s a huge difference.  
 
It reflects one of the hana pono, a list of correct behaviour, namely, mai maha’oi, which means to 
“not thrust the temple forward”, to being impertinent, self-assertive and socially aggressive by 
taking over a conversation (Pukui et al 1972: 54; cf. Meyer 2003: 109f). 
Practical, personally made experiences need time and space, which is often not given in regular 
school settings. It is also not desired. This is because schooling is an “institutional site for 
decontextualizing knowledge, so that, abstracted, it may become general(isable), and so 
transferable to situations of use in the ‘real’ world” (Lave 1990: 310). As already stated above, 
there is a difference between curriculums as a specification of practice and an arrangement of 
opportunities for practice, where the former results in teaching a practice of still another (ibid: 324), 
e.g. from some theorist’s experiences that were made centuries ago. Hence, students in regular 
schools not only learn how to “do” school appropriately by posing questions; they furthermore 
learn to ask the proper questions: those that refer to practices of “still another”. 
These diverging understandings of knowledge distribution create tensions in HCS, where most 
students have experiences as being schooled in western public school classes.  
 
Before I go into these tensions, the tie points between student-focused learning and authoritative 
teaching will be briefly elaborated in order to reveal its obsolete dichotomic character. 
 
5.4.2. Student-focused learning versus authoritative 
teaching? 
 
In the light of the traditional Hawaiian understanding of well-respected teachers that are inspired to 
teach and the reality of a majority of students that has been “schooled” in western schools, it is 
worthwhile to look at HCS’ definition of themselves as student-focused learning institutions. Again, 
                                                 
146
See and call out. 
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this thesis is not a scrutiny of pedagogical understandings of teachers at HCS, but an attempt to 
shed light on negotiation practices of teachers as respected authority with a student-driven 
approach. Furthermore, it aims to reveal perceptions of children and adolescents as knowledge 
giver and distributor – albeit or because of their age and relative lack of experiences. Keoni, teacher 
at HCS 1, describes his student-focused approach as a guidance of students, who are equally 
regarded as independent social agents through their active participation: 
 
You know, it’s just kinda like back in the ancient style too, you have.. Again it ties into the whole 
project-based learning, yah? I’m gonna sit here, I’m gonna demonstrate the shuffle in my hand, 
so now the kids know they just watch and observe. Watch what I do. Dig the hole, watch how I 
put the ti-leave on side, how I break up the soil, how I repack, back into the hole, backfill it, plant 
it, water it. And from then it’s through observation and from learning whatever they need to ask 
questions and then from there, after the modelling has been done, now it’s time for the 
independent practice in the child’s part. You wanna guide them, but yes, you want them to be 
independent as well. So, that’s where the student-driven part comes in. The independent learning. 
So, now I’ve taught you, I’ve modelled how to do it, we’re gonna do one together as a class, I’m 
gonna guide you through it and the next time you gonna do it totally all by yourself (Interview, 
lines 140-51). 
 
Apparent is the discourse of guiding, rather than leading students, as other teachers and school 
principals stated. Here, the act of learning is neither authoritative nor solely defined by a student’s 
self-driven exploration of a task. Both activities constitute one another. It discloses the 
interdependence of authoritative acting on the part of an old-timer and the self-driven approach, the 
motivation to want to know on the part of the newcomer.  
This explains Gramsci’s pedagogically charged concept of hegemony, more specifically his idea 
that any pedagogical relation is always a hegemonic one and vice versa. It broadens the pedagogical 
scope insofar as processes of leadership are not restricted one-sidedly to the expansion of dominant 
society groups, but includes its potential inversion (cf; Bernhard 2005: 134). So, in case of student-
teacher relationships it acknowledges the kumu’s authority and simultaneously includes the 
student’s self-driven act of learning by trial and error. By assigning the pedagogical relation to the 
problem of hegemony Gramsci dissolves the societal functionalism of leadership and opens the 
field of hegemony to a liberating praxis of education. If the relationship between teacher and 
student is an active mutual one, then are the constellations in the debate about hegemony at least in 
principal alterable, the positions in this politico-cultural scope are exchangeable (cf; ibid). Thus, in 
the long term students are encouraged to make sense of certain activities through their own 
epistemological insights, yet after they had been thoroughly immersed by the teacher. Education is 
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not only seen as part of hegemony, but as ferment of erosion of hegemonic relations, and thus 
discernable as discontinuance of consensus (cf. ibid). 
 
 
The common subtle misconception of “mere” observation and listening as “passive” tasks, for one 
is apparently not “actively” working, e.g with ones hands, simply perpetuates the idea of teaching 
as authority-driven, top-down instruction. However, by learning to continuously observe and listen, 
newcomers indeed actively learn something quite important; namely, not to interrupt an old-timer. 
Equally, in the phase of students trying out a task, teachers are easily postmarked as “mere” 
facilitator. Yet it is the interrelation of these phases the different protagonists go through, which 
asks for closer examination. Then it is possible to determine the eclectic character of learning, 
teaching, of negotiating knowledge as guided and self-inspired learning process.  
In this sense, students are always active in observing, listening, experimenting, as much as teachers 
are when e.g. they watch students doing a task by themselves. The crux in the nexus of 
authoritative behaviour of old-timers and self-directed exploration of newcomers is respect to one 
another. This indicates once again the relevance of the very relationship and asks for the scrutiny of 
teachers’ and students’ expected roles within and outside the school as community of practice. 
Therefore, in the following, conceptions of teachers, of kumu, at HCS are highlighted. After that, 
adults’ expectations on students as knowledge distributors, respectively their own perceptions as 
such, are illuminated. 
 
5.4.3. Kumu; facilitator, guide, or all of it? 
 
What reasons exist for school principals to hire certain teachers is manifold, as already discussed 
above. By scrutinising this, one will discern that different understandings among teachers in HCS 
do reveal a certain idea of learning.147 For instance, the principal of HCS 3 does not necessarily 
consider her teachers to be kumus and thus addresses a central contradiction: 
 
Rather than pretending that they’re [teachers] the sage of the stage up here, that know everything, 
what we, that’s why we don’t call them kumu! They (laughingly) are the aunties, and they are the 
guide on the side. And so, those guys, they are there to help.. that’s why they are the aunties, and 
that’s why they are not called kumu, because I don’t feel, right now, on our campus, I wouldn’t.. 
you know, I.. there wouldn’t be.. MAYBE one, or maybe two, that I would say would, would 
deserve that title of kumu. And if you add the culture piece that they are supposed to know on top 
                                                 
147For a more detailed discussion on the concept of kumu, see Goodyear-Ka'opua, chapter: “Methodological reflections. 
Kumu: Sources, teachers, and intellectuals” (2005: 138ff). 
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of the content area, that may dwindle it down even further, kind of thing. These guys aren’t at 
kumu level. So, I think for that then, what they are there is to guide the students. And that’s where 
it becomes student-centred, because they’re becoming these guides (Interview, lines 381-94). 
 
Three important aspects are mentioned here: First, teachers are not considered to be omniscient and 
therefore equally perceivable as learners. Second, finding teachers who are proficient in cultural 
practices as well as in taught content that follows a western curriculum standard, bears a challenge. 
Third, although she argues that it is not an aspiration for teachers to be all-knowing, it is just “right 
now” that there are few considerable kumu at her school. So, is it just the contemporary reality that 
does not require a teacher to be a kumu, or are they still to come? HCS find themselves in a 
(continuously) transitional process of defining what Hawaiian education looks like within a 
contemporary context of a U.S.-americanised society. The principal continues: 
 
Information triples every three minutes, or whatever, there’s no way that anybody can pretend to 
be these things anymore in the general western content and in a Hawaiian ones, you know, we 
still have some, this is the kumu part, you know. We still have some of that, but even they’re not 
in the same way that we had it previously, kind of thing. So, the shift has really happened here, 
there’s still, as far as some instructional strategies, there’s still the part of: We’re watching, and 
listening, and whatever else, but the purpose of this person is much to guide the students to learn 
processes, rather than just content. Yeah. And I think that makes a huge difference, you know 
(Interview, lines 397-406). 
 
She argues that a teacher that is knowledgeable in a specific area becomes obsolete in the light of 
postmodern reasoning, where no one is objective in knowledge distribution anymore. In her 
opinion, the prevalent task of teachers is to guide students to “learn processes”; generally seen 
merely as an additive to “content”, which schools are widely associated with. Similarly, Keanu, a 
teacher at HCS 1, does not regard himself as all-knowing, as he is also interested in why students’ 
think a certain way (Interview, lines 464-7). By this, he acknowledges that he as a teacher continues 
to learn, that there is a certain mutuality between teachers and students: 
  
K: To me, I think the teacher’s role is just to try and open up the mind, give your opinions, but be 
open to their [students’] opinions and, it’s really.. I think it’s a teacher’s job to learn from the 
students. 
I: In which way? 
K: It’s the student’s job to try and learn as much from the teacher. It has to go both ways. You 
know, I had teachers, who thought they knew everything and didn’t really care what the students 
said. And that’s a turn off. And for... I think they know when teachers really care. Cause, I mean, 
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I try to be strict in class, but I’ll always be open to what they have to say. (Interview, lines 438-
53). 
 
He concludes that for students to learn is highly related to the quality of the relationship. Of interest 
here is also the kind of knowledge of his students that Keanu perceives to be of interest; namely not 
solely contentwise information, but their ways of understanding, why they think a certain way. In 
the following, another teacher defines what it is she learns from students when she describes her 
role as teacher: 
 
For being student-centred, it’s like: Yah, okay. We have this skeleton, okay, we need to do this 
because the State is requiring us to do these standards. But then as we go into things and kids 
have questions, or they take an interest in something, we just go off that way, and then it becomes 
really student-centred, you know? ... And it’s like I learn with them! There’s so many things and 
they have so many questions and they just kinda like think about things a little differently, not 
like we adults, it’s kinda like some things we just don’t even bother thinkin’ about. ... And then, 
of course, it’s my responsibility to head back and: Okay, I gotta go find out about this! And then 
bring it back and share it with them, and then I learn and then they learn! So, I think just that part 
about kumu, you know, being just an elder, somebody that knows a little bit about everything, 
and not too much about one thing in particular, but we learn together with them. ... I mean, it’s 
kinda hard sometimes too though, to blend that student-centred and the kumu being like: This is 
what I gotta do. (Interview with Kirsten, lines 413-36, my emphasis). 
 
Primarily, Kirsten sees her responsibility in the provision of appropriate resources for students’ 
interests.. For her the challenge to a student-centred approach is not contrasted to herself as an 
authority, but to the state, with its requirement to achieve certain standards. In this respect she acts 
as a teacher towards state authorities, as facilitator towards her students, and perceives herself “on 
the side” as a student of her own students.   
Further on, as Keanu she reveals that she learns from her students not so much contentwise, but a 
different approach to problem-solving they have; an inquisitive, initially sound thinking. She learns 
through the kind of thinking, the unconventional, arbitrary approach to new insights. Susie, the 
mother, mentioned this kind of thinking that she perceived to learn from her children, when I asked 
straightforwardly, whether she saw them as her teachers : 
 
Oh, yeah! Definitely, definitely. Still! Even when they’re misbehavin’, you know, you learnin’. 
And sometimes the sensibility, you know, there’s a simple truth and a simple sensibility that 
comes from a child. And they’re gonna make mistakes and they’re gonna act goofy because 
they’re young and that’s how their brains are. But their, ahm, their observation is keener through 
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[HCS 1], I think (Interview, lines 546-52).  
 
She describes the ways of gathering information through their “simple sensibility”, which, to put it 
with Christina Toren’s words, we apparently learn to neglect “in favour” of adulthood. Their 
“initially, empirically sound understanding”, their spontaneity, is something that can ease mediation 
of practically made experiences especially to adults (Toren 1993: 473). Gramsci argues that a 
central principle of upbringing is the respect for the authenticity of the child, where its spontaneity 
must not be deadened (cf. Bernhard 2007: 145). In general education manual, social, and 
intellectual skills have to be put on a higher level through the child’s spontaneity (ibid: 202).  
 
If students are aware of an active mutual relationship with their teachers, where both are learning 
from each other, this does not mean that they undermine their kumu’s authority. Rather, it allows 
them to perceive of hegemonic (pedagogic) relations as alterable, where positions are exchangeable 
and the subaltern can unfold powerful ideas (Gramsci, cf; Bernhard 2005: 134). Within a broader 
context of Native Hawaiian self-determination this means that students potentially regard 
themselves as empowering groups that counter hegemonic structures within a U.S.-American 
society. 
 
5.4.3.1. Teachers as students – a generational necessity? 
 
The phenomenon of teachers that perceive of themselves as students might not be coincidently 
related to the fact that many have only recently started to become engaged in Hawaiian history, 
practices and the language. Many interviewed teachers had previously worked in other sectors than 
education, e.g. the tourist sector, retail, service sector etc. The conceptual intertwining between 
teaching and learning is not only an intrinsically Hawaiian understanding of knowledge 
distribution, as apparent in the word a’o, which means teaching and learning. There is a sense of 
pragmatism when one is exposed to this knowledge for the first time as adults.  
Hence, there are two, possibly three different generations whose social agents learn about their 
cultural roots. This does not necessarily impair teachers’ proficiency, but simply displays the 
transformational phase HCS is going through. Minnie describes this stage as follows: 
 
This is where I see the mea nui [thing of importance], like the very waiwai [value] part about 
[HCS 1] and charter schools and all culture-based programs in Hawai’i, is.. Right now we’re 
still in a band-aid wrap.. you know, bandaging phase, like, recovering from the wounds of a 
language being illegal, from our kupuna being beaten, from our ‘aumakua being dispossessed of 
their lands in their ways of life (Interview, lines 399-403).  
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Not surprisingly, this violation has effects on definitions of teachers. Some oppose the terms 
“guides”, “facilitators”, aunties or uncles, which indicates a shift in teachers’ tasks, especially when 
they are considered kumu, the “source” for learners. Pono, head of a Hawaiian studies program at a 
CCS, counters the assumption of teacher as “mere” guide for its pragmatic roots and thereby 
problematises the move to “student- centred” learning concepts. She compares her own experiences 
as a student with those of nowadays: 
 
There was no question that the teacher didn’t know something. Because if they didn’t know 
something, they didn’t have a strong foundation, you should not be there. Let someone who 
know more be there. So, what I have seen is a total breakdown of our expertise because we have 
allowed the students to take over their own learning. Because it’s a excuse to me, because the 
teacher doesn’t know what they’re doing. So, let’s turn it around, and let’s say that the child 
guides their own learning. But it’s more because we don’t have experts in the room. And the 
kupunas that they’re putting there don’t have it either. Just because you’re old doesn’t mean you 
are knowledgeable (Interview, lines 888-896). 
 
It is not sufficient to have a certain age, and likewise not enough to be kin to a student or to show 
advocacy to the Hawaiian movement. She addresses the lack of proficient kumu in contemporary 
Hawai’i, where many teachers only recently started to get interested in their own culture within a 
highly political atmosphere of urgency to preserve what otherwise is soon to be forgotten. She 
continues by pointing out what her definition of student-centred is: 
 
I firmly believe that you have to have expertise in the room. Because the expert will know when 
not to teach and they will be able to guide the students towards getting the best, you know. There 
is a time when you wanna let students do their own. But that’s when they have the basics and 
they know how, you know, they absorb so much from you as a expert that when they do go out, 
it’s, they got it. Not from the get-go cause you don’t have a teacher with expertise! Oh, my gosh! 
That’s why the kids are in the stage they are in right now! (Interview, lines 939-46) 
 
The last comment refers to her earlier stated opinion that students in this particular HCS 
“misbehave” because of teacher’s lack of proficiency, especially in opening and closing ceremonies 
when spirits are called and sent away again (Interview, lines 686-92). Analysing the Hawaiian 
charter school movement, Pono austerely concludes: 
 
I’m all about hiring Auntie. But Auntie gotta be qualified. I’m not about hiring Auntie, so Auntie 
can learn on the job. And the kids loose their whole year, because Auntie’s learning on the job. 
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That’s a charter school movement (Interview, lines 331-6). 
 
Her critique is directed towards certain teachers who aim to “catch up” on cultural knowledge they 
were not exposed to as children and adolescents and thus legitimate the subliminal perception of 
themselves as students. Even though this might be just a matter of a few, it nonetheless requires 
consideration when notions of “guide” and/or “facilitator” are commonly used.  
Additionally, many teachers in HCS are young and thus rather close in age to their students. This 
”closeness” in respect to age, as well as a “closeness” in respect to one’s perception as student, 
albeit to different degrees, has implications on the definition of respect. This is scrutinised more 
closely in the chapter “Age-closeness,‘ohana feeling, and the relation to ‘disrespect’’’. 
 
A perspective of this phenomenon through Antonio Gramsci’s lens reveals two aspects: 
Firstly, it is inevitable to scrutinise how this transitional process of a school in its “bandage” and 
“post-bandage” phase is conceptualised. Gramsci talks about “maturity” as essential condition of 
suppressed groups that counter hegemony. He defines it as a process in whose context an individual 
has to secure the personal and political, even societal agency through continuous development of 
his/her consciousness. Furthermore, counter-hegemony is continuously exposed to contestations, 
and therefore has to proof itself permanently (cf. Bernhard 2005: 239). The incipient phase of self-
definition of HCS might come to a satisfying point of preliminary agreement.  
Yet, to urge or expect HCS and other Native Hawaiian institutions to step forth with a “road map” 
of their program for evaluation, and/or role modelling for other (indigenous) schooling models, has 
the following effects: It suggests that Native Hawaiians will “finally arrive” at a rigorous, 
standardised self-definition. The underlying mindset is one that ignores that maturity as self-
empowerment is a continuous development of consciousness, of conscienticazión, as Paulo Freire 
calls it (1972)148. Groups of Native Hawaiians that counter hegemony will continuously have to 
proof themselves towards contestations from outside. The statement of the principal of HCS 3 that 
teachers continuously have to update their knowledge in this fast pacing world, is perceivable as 
process of maturity à la Gramsci. It is awareness for the processual character of knowledge 
(circulation) and considers the fact that regeneration must neither be characterised through an 
ahistorical future reference, nor through chronic determination of the past (Gramsci; cf. Bernhard 
2005: 115).  
Secondly, and furthermore, we are to ask what significance intergenerational relations have in 
context of the formation of an emancipatory historical force (Gramsci; cf. Bernhard 2005: 115). 
The elder generation’s ability to lead the young generation becomes the indicator of the quality and 
                                                 
148
Conscientización means the awareness of the need of suppressed groups to reject dominant consciousness (Freire 
1972) 
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effectiveness of a political movement. It is a balancing act of negotiation between past, present and 
future. However, presumably this future generation has different enquiries than teachers of the here 
and now. As much as teachers and students have different kuleana (Goodyear-Ka’opua 2005: 152) 
they obviously have different interests in what content and mode of learning is of significance. This 
constitutes tensions in the interaction between these two generations, which in many cases directly 
follow each other. Further below, this ‘inner’ tension that occured within one HCS, is elucidated as 
major field of negotiation between students and teachers, between children / adolescents and adults.  
 
After having highlighted the fact that teachers consciously or unconsciously act as students, and 
what implementations this has, I now focus on teachers’ verbal and nonverbal performance in 
school as part of what constitutes this community of practice. After that, the following chapter 
looks at adults’ perception of children and adolescents as knowledge distributors.  
 
 
5.5. How teachers talk, walk, work, and generally conduct their lives 
 
The intertwining of agent, (social) world and activity besides transparency and access to 
information, are some of the constituting factors of a community of practice (Lave & Wenger 1991: 
33ff). It is therefore inevitable to look at how meaning is made  by this social world, by “how 
masters talk, walk, work, and generally conduct their lives” (Lave & Wenger 1991: 195) and hereby 
to scrutinise the interplay between practices and spoken attitudes (Toren 1993: 466).  
 
Although schoolteachers are not equivalent to apprenticeship’s masters, who Lave & Wenger refer 
to in their book, they similarly possess knowledge they aim to share with their students. Yet two 
differences are noticeable: First, in the fundamental contradiction in apprenticeship between 
continuity and displacement, when masters recruit their own competitors whilst their desire to 
uphold their continually practiced labour (1991: 114f). Teachers do not consider their students as 
major competitor in their labour by becoming teachers themselves. Rather contrary, they very much 
encourage students to become teachers; in the long run, but also in the here and now for their 
families. Secondly, students do not aim to become teachers, whereas apprentices do, at least ideally, 
wish to obtain their masters’ profession. In any case, teachers at HCS constitute more or less 
perceived role models149 for a Native Hawaiian community. For instance, Cindy, administrator at 
                                                 
149“More or less”, since students presumably have different viewpoints on teachers as role models. Primary role models 
for students are those, who themselves went through what they are going through; having attended a Hawaiian charter 
school and being closer in age and experience. However,, those role models are still rare due to Hawaiian charter 
schools still “coming of age”. 
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HCS 1, reflects on her position as role model, especially as a haole, a U.S-American, white person: 
 
The fact that all these kids are holding me to my standard. There’s a hundred little kids running 
around here that are gonna call me out. If I’m gonna stand as a makua150, or as a staff that can be 
reprehending them for different things, if I’m gonna reprehend them on oli, in the morning, from 
opening protocol, I’d better know my stuff … I wanna be a solid role model for them and inspire 
them to learn more about their own culture. If I move over here and learn and tryin’ to sponge up 
as much information as I possibly can and they’re over there, like: Hush, she’s not even a 
Hawaiian! How come she wanna know this song? (Interview, lines 358-81). 
 
Now I provide a closer look at the teachers’ reciprocity of practices and spoken attitudes within 
the community of practice of a HCS. The examples display simple reminder for students to 
follow upheld values, as well as situations where explicit talking overly prevails lived 
practices. The following examples illuminate on this ambiguity, videlicet when values easily 
become essentialised. The chapter after refers to the divergence between verbal and nonverbal 
behaviour among teachers. 
 
5.5.1. How, and what teachers talk 
 
Certain behaviour of cultural relevance that followed Hawaiian values151, e.g. to behave in a pono 
way, were often made explicit in teachers’ and other staffers’ talking attitudes. Minnie, the 
administrator, exemplifies this practice when students are reminded to follow the ‘Ae Like, the 
mutual consent everyone at school has to agree upon: 
 
It’s a contract that you just pull on, and say: Ey! That wasn’t a good example of aloha, Kekahi. 
Kekahi, that wasn’t loving one another when you threw that orange at so and so, or whatever. 
You know, being able to illustrate through Hawaiian values and beliefs how is the most pono way 
to carry yourself in these modern times (Interview, lines 956-60).152 
 
To make explicit certain behaviour is a practice also often observed during the closing protocol at 
one HCS. Every day another student read out loud an ‘olelo no’eau, a wise proverb, which he/she 
then interpreted according to his/her own life.153 After that, anyone could announce important news, 
                                                 
150Parent. 
151It is apt to add that Ku Kahakalau makes clear that Hawaiian values are concurrently conceivable as universal values. 
152On April 28th 2009 the homepage of HCS 1 does not list the 'Ae Like anymore in their application form. Instead, it 
states for students to agree on a list of values in a less detailed description. 
153Students read out 'olelo no'eau from the well-known book 'Olelo No'eau : Hawaiian Proverbs & Poetical Sayings', 
by Mary Kawena Pukui, Honolulu: Bishop Museum Press, 1983.  
  91 
gathering, meeting etc. Often staffers commented on someone’s (mostly students’) behaviour, either 
bad one they discouraged or pono one they praised. For instance, at the first closing I attended at 
this HCS, a student said mahalo to another one for helping him out. A few minutes afterwards, an 
administrator advised that it is important to tell each other mahalo if they helped each other, thus 
encouraging them to continue to practice this act of appreciation. 
 
In the following are examples that illustrate more than simple reminders of pono behaviour. 
They are placed on the fine line between verbal and nonverbal performance of teachers; more 
precisely, in situations when this line is easily crossed and verbal instruction prevail: 
 
One day, when students did not listen attentively and did not accomplish tasks they were 
assigned to (in this case, cleaning up the camp site) Keoni, the teacher, stated: “This school is 
for special people. You are Hawaiian; you go to a Hawaiian school. So, you have to live up for 
Hawaiian values and that is malama ‘aina154!”  
Another incident with Keoni and his Uka class occurred after we went to a local hotel, where 
Hawaiian endemic plants were distributed for free. Afterwards we went to a park for lunch 
break. When we left the park someone did not carry his plant properly, and Keoni exclaimed: 
“You have to think in a native Hawaiian way! You need to malama your plants! They are 
endemic plants! What happens if you don’t care for them?”  
The following example is taken from my field notes and described at length, as it displays the 
teachers’ practice of conveyance of Hawaiian values as foundation for a more “culturally-
embedded” life: 
 
This rainy morning I arrived late at school for the opening, and thus had to wait together with 
other students, who were also late in front of the tent until we were permitted to enter. Keoni let the 
students – the ones who were not late - repeat several times the chant for permission to enter 
halau155, approximately ten times. After he finally let them in (under the tent) he expressed that he 
wanted to test their skills in repeatedly chanting. He explained that it is a privilege to attend such a 
school. I later learned that the reason for Keoni’s instruction was because several students were 
unconcentrated while they were chanting. Kealoha [teacher],  who did not attend the opening, later 
asked her class what happened and responded to the students’ behaviour:  
 
“It is your right to practice your own culture. When I was at school, there was nothing Hawaiian 
after 4
th
 grade! … The system is trying to smash you, because you believe in your culture, your 
                                                 
154To care for the land. 
155(Meeting) house, school. 
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people. When your ancestors spoke Hawaiian in school they were beaten!” 
 
She encouraged them to think about what they want to be:  
 
“Don’t be like everyone else. Life is about changing; making a change is in your hands! … Are you 
gonna make an effort for the Hawaiian race? I, honestly, I’m scared for my 3-year-old child, who’s 
gonna be her future. What will you offer her? … Hawaiians lost their land because they weren’t 
educated. The information was going only within the cities, but Hawaiians were forced to move out 
because they had to work on plantations ... Hawaiians got land that was impossible to plant on, in 
Wai’anae for example. What was introduced? Alcohol, drugs, sugar. How do they educate their 
children? It circles and recycles itself. How to break this? Through education. Where you come from 
you don’t have to return to. To being a stereotype. The outside world of leaders have that image. Did 
you know there are stereotypes about Hawaiians, about charter schools? You gotta rise above that. 
We’re gonna head into tough waters at [this HCS], as it is only scores that count”. 
 
Students are forced to reflect on their personal standpoint in these highly political matters most of 
them are not fully aware of. There is a prevailing discourse of responsibility that the children have 
to face, the urgency, the pressure to revive something that most of them got in touch with for the 
first time in their life. The more grave a situation in school became, like moments of sanctioning or 
“punishing”156 students, this balancing act of implicit teaching through action and explicit teaching 
through talk tended to swing towards the latter.  
From a macro-level view point, it reflects that teachers are challenged by making inherent in ones’ 
behaviour values, that are concurrently essentialised; both by a tourism industry that sells 
“Hawaiian culture”, as well as by politically active Native Hawaiians’, who respond exactly to this 
culturally essentialising societal practice. At the same time, one’s own opinion as a teacher easily 
comes through, as it is a highly emotional matter of (cultural) identity. Minnie and Pono’s talk 
about the anger that they experienced as adults and also discern among teachers with their lack of 
tools, provokes a discourse of “being lucky” to be in such a school; of “acting Hawaiian enough”.  
Furthermore, when verbal reminders are mostly received in moments of sanctioning, there is a 
perilous perception of Hawaiian cultural practices and values not only as something static, but as 
something required, forced, a boring punishment. Doubtless, the interweaving in everyday life 
practices does occur. However, using these values and pono behaviour as a “club” to be swung 
sends a different message. This is especially of relevance, when these cultural understandings are 
made verbally explicit, yet are not implemented in one’s own nonverbal practices, as will be 
                                                 
156This notion was often used by teachers and administrators when it came to describe how students were shown 
consequences for their misbehaviour. 
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illuminated in the following. 
 
5.5.2. When words diverge from doing 
 
So far, we have seen that a superfluity of explicit verbal expression of proper behaviour might not 
send the “message” that teachers intend their students to receive. Two examples shall reflect this 
divergence between talking about, and living upheld values. 
 
One incident that quickly came to my attention was the issue of food and disposable dishes, 
generally in Hawai’i and specifically both at school, and at other gatherings that took place 
outdoors.157 Every lunch break at school, students received lunch in Styrofoam containers, which at 
one HCS added up to about 70 pieces of waste each day. Granted, this school received lunch 
packages from an elementary school close by, as it was part of the National School Lunch Program, 
which is also provided as low-cost or free for students with parents with lower income.158 Also, the 
wish for a school’s own kitchen had already been expressed in planning talks for a permanent 
campus. Besides that, teachers at the lo’i class cook with their students, where they use traditional 
seasoning, like kukui nuts. Also, other classes were occasionally making poi159 when they harvested 
kalo.  
No doubt, all this has to be taken into consideration. However, also at gatherings, e.g. at paddling 
sessions, provided dishes were of disposable value and similarly food was rather unhealthy with 
lots of meat, macaroni salad, rice, vegetables in heavy sauces, sweets, while poi, coal and soy 
sprouts provided rather little healthy food. It is not aimed here to judge whether the traditional 
“Hawaiian plate” is healthy or not. Yet if teachers talk about ancestral Hawaiian diet as base for a 
pono, healthy life, it is contradictory to serve this food only for parents are accustomed to it. In this 
respect, as much as in issues of waste management and recycling in order to malama ‘aina160, 
children and adolescents are conveyed the impression that this is part of pono way of living. 
Certainly, not only parents and teachers are to be blamed for this, as options for the school, which 
does not yet have resources for an alternative to public school lunch plates and the general societal 
embedding of the school, are a limiting factor. The latter challenge is described by Kalea, a teacher: 
 
Because we are malama ‘aina-based, we care for the land, we teach our kids that the ‘aina is our 
                                                 
157This also includes gatherings for instance, of the Hawaiian sovereignty movement organisations. 
158<http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/Lunch/>. Although the website claims to provide “nutritionally-balanced” food, it was 
of shockingly low quality. When students spent their lunch break on a different camp site they mostly got a squishy, 
sweetened white sandwich bread with a slice of American cheese, some fat chips, a cacao drink and some fruit, which 
displayed the maximum of healthy, nutritional food. 
159Paste made from cooked, pounded taro corms. 
160To care for/to save the land. 
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kupuna. It is our ancestor, and you treat it in such a way. When they see these things happening 
to our environment, by our larger society and bigger organisations. Doing things for the ‘aina, it 
makes them question what we’re teaching here. And it’s the outside influences of TV also. Like, 
they see things on MTV and the kids value money. And it’s a total different paradigm. It just 
doesn’t fit. We’re in a school, where we’re tryin’ to teach the kids that it’s community-based and 
not individualism. And that in a community you’re like a chain, you know, one link doesn’t carry 
the weight, and then everything falls apart. And on an island like this, you know, with limited 
resources, sustainability is something that we’re faced with all the time (Interview, lines 106-17). 
 
Changing one’s diet and waste behaviour are no doubt a challenging task. Nevertheless, teachers 
and parents together need to role model what they want their children/students to live, no matter 
what or even because of the circumstances. 
 
The second incident concerns a teaching practice that occurred in class, where computers were used 
as part of the lesson, which I observed in two different HCS. As Kalea mentioned above, media 
influences of TV play a crucial part in what students value, as well as chat platforms on the internet, 
especially “MySpace”. Irrelevant of its meaning, it is a matter of leisure time activity. One school 
day I joined a class, where students were required to work on the computers to write a research 
paper on a certain type of fish. I helped some students with their texts and pretty soon students were 
near-continuous on the Myspace-website where they were listening to music. Although teachers 
reminded them that this was not subject of the class, they repeatedly switched back to this website 
as soon as an adult left their work place. At one point I stepped back in the classroom to have a 
better overview on what was on the computer screens, and more than half of them had flashing 
pictures, music ads and thus were not working on their paper. Pretty soon I myself got frustrated in 
my attempt to help the students and was relieved when class was over. This mingling of leisure time 
activity in a class also occurred at another charter school without any consequences for the students. 
 
When I left the classroom for the restrooms, one of the two teachers was sitting closer to the door, 
who himself was surfing on the Myspace-website, and checking his emails. 
 
It can be argued that the teacher just alternated with his colleague and so simply had a break where 
he was managing private things on his notebook. However, it still occurred within a lesson at 
school, where students were exhorted to not do anything else than working on their assignment. To 
practice the task that students are not allowed to perform, has influences on the teachers’ credibility.  
This is not to be confused with a critique on pedagogical practices, but an analysis of the 
divergence between what is told – made explicit - and what is done - lived implicitly. The interplay 
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with a focus on the latter is crucial in understanding what children and adolescents learn, as they 
learn primarily through social relationships; through a person’s behaviour, rather than his/her verbal 
instructions. 
 
5.5.3. Adults’ expectations on students 
 
It’s now the students that gotta take what they learn and hopefully the cake that we made in 
school was so sweet and good that they’re gonna take a piece of that cake and take it back home 
and share the cake with the rest of the family. And say: Hey! You gotta eat this cake, this cake is 
so delicious. You need to eat it! It’s yellow cake! Like, banana frosting or whatever. And so, our 
job here is to bake that cake and bake it well with the best of ingredients that we have. So, that 
when the kids put that cake in their mouth it melts in their mouth and makes them wanna come 
back for more. And so, that’s my goal, is hopefully they are going into the homes and they are 
passing the knowledge on, which.. You know, I’ve heard, when I sit and talk with students and 
they talk about: Oh, this weekend, me and my dad, did this, this and this or, you know: I took 
home the taro and my dad, me and my mom cooked the leaves and we made this and we made 
that. So, it is happening here and there (Interview with Keoni, lines 460-73). 
 
In HCS 1’s charter, which is the contract that students, parents, teachers and administrators agree 
upon, one of the commitments is to “learn and actively perpetuate Hawaiian language, culture, and 
values”.161 Thus, students are indeed encouraged to be knowledge distributor for their families and 
significant others. Leighna, teacher at HCS 2 more strongly stresses the students’ kuleana, their role 
for their families and the Hawaiian community: 
 
[I]t is their responsibility to model for their families, their siblings and in their community what 
we are teaching them now and that is to be a Hawaiian, who learns what both sides of an issue 
and to be able to expound on it eloquently and not be afraid. And that we are here to serve the 
land. And they need to look at themselves as leaders to do that (Interview, lines 121-5). 
 
She addresses the fact that students learn “both side of an issue”, which indicates the political 
circumstances under which Hawaiian cultural practices have been suppressed. Many other teachers 
expressed similar understandings of the students’ role out- and inside school. Minnie compares her 
kuleana to that of the students and adds an essential component, that goes beyond “mere” content: 
 
It’s a kuleana that every one of our kids, just like it was my kuleana to inform my family and no 
                                                 
161Similarly, HCS 2 regards their students to become active in perpetuating Hawaiian language, culture and tradition. 
HCS 3 states in their key concepts that  “students learn in a culturally congruent way, how to continue Hawai'i's Native 
heritage, values and practices, including our Native language, into the next millennium”. 
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matter how angry it was. That changed my dad’s life and it changed how he was, you know, as a 
kupuna. I think it’s important that the kids spread this information, I mean.. Not just the 
information, but like, just the confidence (Interview, lines 910-5). 
 
Students are seen to be confident in their cultural identity, to act as role models, who are proud of 
what they do and where they come from. These expectations are even more paramount, since the 
Hawaiian charter school movement is rather young, and thus few alumni are potential role models 
for peers and siblings. Pua, a senior student, expresses the feeling when expectations for students to 
act as role models can turn into pressure: 
 
Like, if you look at me and K [other senior student], we’re kinda, the ala ka’i, the leaders of the 
school and sometimes it’s nice but (silently) sometimes it’s just too much. You know, like the 
leadership or all of, all responsibility that they throw at you. That’s why I was, I was gonna 
transfer out this next semester, to F [public high school] or something (Interview, lines 17-21). 
 
Later in the interview she refered to the reason she had been put into that position; namely the fact 
that many teachers left school:  
 
And when the kumus left, the seniors kind of took leadership of the class. So, every morning 
papa lo’i [taro patch area] would chant into class and this, the kumus would chant us in. Well, 
after they left we did it and seeing the other students chanting and their just lack of respect for 
the culture and playing around and lying, and... I know that I shouldn’t expect them to be where I 
am at, because I’ve been in [HCS 1] for so long and I can’t expect them to learn so fast, but it 
made me so mad (Interview, lines 57-64). 
 
The push into the role of a leader was strenuous, yet what also taxed on Pua was the lack of 
collaboration and appreciation of her peers to the principals of the school. It is assumable that the 
shift of teachers’ to students’ kuleana through the take-over of teachers’ duties is a singular 
phenomenon that occurred in this specific case. One has to be cautious not to confuse this 
phenomenon with teachers’ general expectation of students to pass on cultural knowledge. The 
difference herein lies in the fact that a student like Pua found herself in the role as an actual kumu; 
an adult. The general expectation that teachers have towards students, however, is for them to act 
like students with a distinct kuleana to pass on this knowledge. Pua’s example illustrates how this 
kuleana is easily altered through lack of resources for teachers, who eventually feel forced to quit 
their jobs.  
Contrary to Goodyear-Ka’opua (2005: 152), Minnie perceives her kuleana to be the same for the 
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students in her school. However, the expectation of both adults and children to hold the same 
kuleana might enhance this pressure that Pua felt. Furthermore, the discourse of “my” and “your” 
kuleana is misleading for the very idea of kuleana, which is a multidimensional, holistic concept 
that is accountable to all of us162. 
 
Cindy, another administrator, sees the reason for students that are not “ready yet” to realise the 
kuleana in the transitional stage from “alternative” to  “alterNATIVE” that the school is going 
through at the moment: 
 
I don’t think that we’re gonna see the kids realising what it is that they have ... for another maybe 
five years. Five, ten years. I think right now the dynamic of the school is changing from that 
alternative field to a more.. Now the parents, the word is out, right? The makua are realising that 
this is important. So, the parents are pushing the kids to this kind of charter school, so that they 
can learn and come back and teach the family. But right now, honestly, there’s probably only 
five, maybe ten out of the hundred students that know that this is pono. That are actually gonna 
help and perpetuating, possibly come back to teach or at least be involved in helping the 
Hawaiians learn more about their culture, so that it doesn’t go away (Interview, lines 396-406).  
 
Cindy might be sceptical about the amount of students that realise “their” kuleana as role models. 
Still, on a daily base the perpetuation of this knowledge, the language etc. does occur frequently, 
which is analysed further below. Later Cindy describes an easily occurring dilemma, both for 
Native Hawaiian parents and children: 
 
C: I think that the pressure within the Hawaiian communities is still heavy on the kids over here 
that are gaining the knowledge, because everybody else in the community doesn’t have that 
background. You know? Doesn’t have the love. ... 
I: Do they feel that pressure? 
C: Yah! And they still.. 
I: From their parents? 
C: ..Oh, definitely from their families, you know, definitely from.. And then the whole shame 
thing comes back into play. On an everyday basis, when they’re tryin’ to apply what it is they’re 
learning over here, they’re standing alone in front of a hundred other people that don’t know 
more than aloha and mahalo … [I]t gets to the point where probably, there’s probably situations 
where inside the house the... There’s no support and pushing. The good stuff, for the so many 
bad stuff happening. Just getting them here everyday or just coming every day is a lot to most of 
                                                 
162I am thankful for this critique of Brandon Ledward at the annual AAA meeting in San Francisco in 2008. 
Nevertheless, as to their distinct roles as students and teachers, as children/adolescents and adults, a distinction is 
relevant; since this student did perceive a different kuleana that she struggled with. 
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them. So, they’re just taxed on all ends, they gettin’ pit, you know. They’ve a lot of pressure as 
Hawaiians. Plenty pressure as Hawaiians. Plenty of pressure with Hawaiians with this kind of 
knowledge too. Cause they set themselves apart by being involved with this kind of school 
(Interview, lines 472-502). 
 
There is not only a lack of application of their knowledge within a western society. Moreover, in 
their own Hawaiian communities they are more knowledgeable than their peers and parents. In 
some cases they might even be “too” knowledgeable when their listeners do not know how to 
handle the received information. Yet at the same time the students are assumed to display what they 
have learned and act as role models. This creates a paradoxical position for them; both for the ones, 
who try to and those, who are eager to share what they know.  
However, not everyone is expected to become these role models, as many teachers and 
administrators stated. Kapena beliefs in each person’s free choice:  
 
If they [students] can share it to others what they have learned, then share it. If they want to. 
And if at that point in their given life they can’t, they say: Sure! I think it’s by their choice. If 
they wanna teach it they’ll teach it. They don’t wanna teach, at least they were given the 
knowledge to do it. To do specific things in tradition (Interview, lines 477-81). 
 
So, there is a difference between the expectation of students to consider “their” kuleana and the 
exertion of pressure on them to act accordingly. Further on, kuleana itself needs to be specified, as 
there is a difference between the perpetuation of cultural knowledge and the role-modelling through 
“active perpetuation” of this knowledge. The latter bears more deliberation, whereas the former 
implies the idea of learning to happen randomly, haphazardly. Manulani Meyer concludes that 
knowledge was seen by her mentors as “by-product of dialogue” (2003: 167), which stresses the 
unpredictable character of knowledge. If students are expected to act as role models, conditions 
have to be sufficient. Naturally, in that the child or adolescent feels comfortable and that resources 
that support the supporters (mentors, in this case teachers) are sufficient. They are then able to 
equip the students with what is necessary to become leaders.163 However, if students are forced into 
the role of teachers when these old-timers leave the community of practice and its newcomers 
(students), trust will be broken and thus the motivation to follow them as role models. Yet, to 
encourage children and adolescents to once in a while actively share what they learn, enhances their 
self-esteem. As Kapena states: 
 
                                                 
163Nevertheless, efforts to support soon-to-be alumni are underway, e.g. when students like Pua are strongly supported 
in applications for scholarships etc. 
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What I hope they [students] do is all the knowledge we instil with them, if the parents don’t 
know certain things that we teach them, that they step up to the plate and say: Oh! No, Dad, this 
what I learn how to make this. That’s what we taught in school, like this. You know, like say 
weaving. Oh, I learned how to weave this. So, I can show you what we do and might work! You 
know? Just by them showing them they’ll spark an interest in the parents. Ah! That’s what you 
like to do, you’re good at it! Oh, let’s see! We have an Auntie that can do that or a kupuna that 
can show you more! So, they just open a door a little, if they can open a door a little, let a little 
bit of light out, you know, then that makes the difference in all the world! (Interview, lines 495-
504) 
 
Following that, children’s and adolescents’ self-awareness as ”teachers” to their families and 
significant others will be scrutinised. This enables a grasp of the process of teaching and learning as 
the preferred notions of distribution and negotiation of knowledge. 
 
 
5.6. “And when they can shoot it back up, then it shows me that the kid did learn 
something”
164 
 
In their study on Native Hawaiian peer assistance and child-generated activity Weisner et al 
conclude that parents rarely perceives their children as co-equal interlocutors, “nor did adults and 
children engage in negotiations over whether or how to do tasks and activities” (1988: 341). This 
chapter will focus on what the students’ self-awareness as “teachers”, as sharer and negotiator of 
knowledge is by looking at what content they regard worth to be distributed to their families. The 
very last stage of learning that Keoni mentioned earlier, spreading the word, is when the process of 
learning is reciprocating; when he as teacher knows that his students learned something. By 
focusing on that, we will get a clearer picture of learning; by not only looking at what is 
deliberately taught, but what is received, taken on, valued and further distributed. 
It is important to briefly comment on the usage of the notion of ”teachers”, especially when it is 
referred to children and adolescents. During field research I unconsciously used that notion in 
respect to children. Yet, this subtly perpetuated an idea of learning as divided into “formal” (the 
domain of the teacher/adult) and “informal” ways of learning (the ‘practical’ learning field of 
children/students). If children/adolescents are conceptualised as “teachers” it simply invigorates 
this dichotomy. Furthermore, adults and children were rather confused about this concept This 
rejecting reaction displayed that some protagonists correlate instruction skills with sufficient 
experience and age, which is also displayed in Weisner et al’s finding. In the questionnaire students 
                                                 
164 Keoni, interview on December 7th 2007, line 430. 
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were asked to write down what they “share with/teach their” parents, grandparents, or siblings.  As 
distribution of knowledge takes place consciously and unconsciously, independent from and in 
relation to deliberate instruction, both expressions are eligible.  
 
5.6.1. What they “teach”, what they share 
 
I hear a lot of parents coming about their kids going home and talking to them about things that 
they’ve learned or sharing songs, you know, because we have hula and stuff and ‘olelo going 
home and saying the prayer in Hawaiian before they eat or speaking in Hawaiian or putting 
things up around the house, you know, to label like the refrigerator in Hawaiian and stuff. So, 
like the whole family gets involved and gets to learn the vocabulary and stuff (Interview with 
Kirsten, lines 269-75).  
 
By this, Kirsten exemplifies mostly contentwise cultural practices that her students share with their 
families at home. To focus on student’s perception of themselves as knowledge distributor allows  
even more to be discovered. For instance, the simple fact of learning something different than one’s 
parents and grandparents and to be able to share it with them, can be the main motivation to attend 
school, as the following student states: 
 
The things that I learn in [HCS 2] I share with my family and friends because sometimes they 
don’t [k]now that much from there parents or grandparents so that’s why I love going to school 
(6th grader, 11 years old, female). 
 
Nearly one third of the students (31 percent) replied to the question what they teach to/share with 
their family “Hawaiian”, “‘olelo hawai’i”, “Hawaiian words” etc. Also, to speak correct Hawaiian 
is what another student regards as relevant:  
 
since my mom is hawaiian, I teach her some words as well as my sisters so when they see street 
names or people names, they can say it correctly. (11th grader, 16 years old, female). 
 
To this group of students also counts the 19 percent of replies of “chants”, “meles”, “‘oli” and 
“pule”, which specify what linguistic content is passed on. All in all, half the students mentioned 
Hawaiian language in any form as something they share with/teach their families. The third biggest 
group of responses concerned a significant cultural practice, e.g. “hula”, or “dances” (19 percent). 
The following student is assumingly active in spreading of knowledge with her ‘ohana: 
 
I learn how to sing and chant. Also i learn to dance hula, [‘]anana [strain poi] and tahitian 
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[dance]. I go home and teach this to my younger siblings, my mom and grandma (10th grader, 15 
years old, female). 
 
The fourth biggest group of responses circled around the notion of “culture” (13 percent). One 
adolescent puts in a nutshell what he teaches/shares: “our language, our lands and our CULTURE” 
(10th grader, 16 years old, female). 23 percent of responses contained specific tasks (“ukulele”165, 
“planting”, “imu”166), crafts (“lei making”167, “wood carving”) and subjects (“art”, “historic 
events”); or more generally, what one learns in school (27 percent).  
 
Besides their role as knowledge distributor of certain content, students also act as meaning maker 
as selector of content which they consider worth to be shared. This student shares/teaches the 
following with/to his family:  
 
What ever I feel like I would like to tell them [family]. Also what I think they could use in their 
life (8th grader, 13 years old, male). 
 
This statement exemplifies that students not only “show” their parents what new things they have 
learned in school, but reflect on what is of interest for them. Yet another student adds that a 
condition for the sharing of knowledge requires willingness, the ”readiness” of a student, in this 
case, the family member, to learn: 
 
My siblings go here so i don’t need to worry. I teach my parents everything i learn. (only when 
they listen) (7th grader, 12 years old, female). 
 
The add-on in brackets, that she would only teach them “when they listen”, displays the Hawaiian 
understanding of learning in that one can only teach if the student is ready to learn.168 Similarly, 
Kapena, the teacher, outlines the importance of listening; no matter what age and/or amount of 
experience one has: 
 
Every person is a teacher, whether you know it or not, because you often tend to teach little kids 
to do something. But everyone teaches differently in life. Whether it be a kupuna or elder or be a 
                                                 
165Very popular, small, guitar-like instrument that was introduced to Hawai’i by Portuguese immigrants in the 19th 
century. 
166Traditional Hawaiian earth oven for preparing food with hot stones. 
167Wreath. 
168Conversation with Kualani, former head of the Hawaiian studies program at Maryknoll school; Presentation of 
Ramsay Taum in Lynette Cruz' class “Contemporary Hawaiian Culture and History” at HPU, Director of External 
Relations & Community Partnerships, School of Travel Industry Management University of Hawaii at Manoa and 
Chairman of the Board of Sustain Hawai’i. Se also Meyer (2003: 182). 
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makua
169! Or even a child can teach adults something, if they stop and listen. But often times, 
adults just don’t pay attention and they walk off (Interview, lines 171-4). 
 
Again, there is the important aspect of a learner’s attention that conditions whether one is 
conceived as teacher. Besides this mutual dependency, an example of a mother, who considers 
herself a learner, furthermore reveals how gratifying the conception of one’s child as teacher can 
be: 
 
It’s funny because there’s, you know, when there’s flyers sent home, or whatever, there’s a lot of 
Hawaiian words mixed in with the flyers and, you know, it’s been so long since I’ve been in 
school that I lost a lot of it. So, there’s times when, yeah, I have to have him, like: Hey, what’s 
this word? What does this mean? That kinda stuff. And he’ll be able to tell me, which is 
absolutely great. Yeah! (Interview with Winnie, lines 363-8) 
 
The male 8th grader’s comment on his pre-selection of relevant knowledge for his family and the 
female 7th grader’s concern with his parents to have to be motivated to learn by listening, both 
constitute a mutuality between giver and receiver of knowledge.  
 
Then there are also students, who consider it necessary to spread the word to those who are not 
involved with school. Similar to the 12-year-old female student above, who does not “need to 
worry” about her siblings, who attend the same school, another student extends it to his whole 
family: “We dont have to [share/teach]. They (the school) get the family involved with school too” 
(11th grader, 16 years old, male). Both statements indicate that students are aware of the kuleana to 
“spread the word”, but most importantly to those that are not in closer touch with the school. They 
understand themselves as mediator with the school as “original source”. 
Another role of students as meaning maker that became obvious, was that of introducing new 
insights to their parents. By this, they function as critics of their social surrounding. For instance, 
Pua, the senior student, keeps her mother up to date on issues of Hawaiian sovereignty, who herself 
is very active in the movement:  
 
I talked to them [parents] about what’s going on, cause my Mom is, she was always into that 
kind of thing, like, protesting and rights for Hawaiians, so I tell her what’s going on and, like the 
Hawaiian movement and stuff. ... I was that schooler for my Mom (Interview, lines 453-9). 
 
A 15 year-old student responded to the question, what he teaches/shares with his parents, the 
                                                 
169Parent, any relative of the parents' generation, as uncle, aunt; adult. 
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following: “Hula oli chant. our protests that we go to for Hawaiian rights” (10th grader, male). 
Some parents themselves noted that they were introduced to new insights, which challenged their 
own (political and historical) perspective on Hawai’i. One mother, who had two sons at a HCS, 
stated that besides the language her children teach her a lot about things that she did not know, e.g. 
about the State of Hawai’i and the illegal overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom170. The students’ 
illumination on the illegal foundation of the State of Hawai’i encourages their family members to 
reflect on current and historically founded ‘facts’. Winnie, another mother, comments on what her 
son shares with her, the following: 
 
Ahm, a lot of the language. Ahm, this year he’s in Uka [class], so he has made sure that every 
time we have gone out to even purchase plants, we can’t get anything but Native Hawaiian 
plants. So, that’s what I have, you know, except for the ones that I had previously (both laugh). 
That’s all I’m able to purchase now, are Native Hawaiian plants. You know, which is 
outstanding, and it’s funny cause he does the same thing with my mother (Interview, lines 344-
9). 
 
The convincement of one’s mother and grandmother to buy endemic Hawaiian plants only, 
functions equally as political statement to reconsider what plants are harmful, respectively 
culturally relevant for the islands.   
 
5.6.1.1. Children and adolescents as organic intellectuals 
 
Antonio Gramsci talks about “traditional” and “organic intellectuals”. The latter are defined as 
those who are organically linked to their class or group of people (cf. Bernard 2005: 137) and 
continue a “dialogue between those who actually live a particular class experience and those who, 
because of their particular skills and training, are able to articulate this experience as a coherent 
narrative171 (ibid. 115). Goodyear-Ka’opua applies the concepts of intellectuals to kumus, including 
herself, who function both as traditional and organic intellectuals. This is since teachers mediate 
“between professional academic protocols and attachment and commitment to Hawaiian 
communities …” (2005: 146).  
 
Here I aim to conceive students at HCS as potential organic intellectuals, who are also, more or 
less, “in active participation in practical life, as constructor, organiser, ‘permanent persuader’ and 
not just a simple orator;” (Gramsci; cf. Crehan 2002: 142). Their move between traditional and 
                                                 
170Conversation on January 10th 2008, at canoe practice. 
171My translation. 
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organic intellectuality is similar to their teachers’, yet different in how prior experiences constitute 
themselves. With western-style school-experiences  – which Gramsci would categorise as a domain 
of traditional intellectuality – they are now immersed in a community of practice that produces 
intellectuals that are organically linked to it. Outside this hub of “organic intellectuality” they 
function as mediator, which enables them to socialise existing critical insights, especially within 
their families. For instance, when ideologies of statehood that were long believed to be true are 
shaken by the students’ insights.  
 
Gramsci advocates a central aspect that this thesis is based on; namely the negligence of the 
simplistic dichotomy of the teacher as “complete” subject on the one hand and the student as “still-
to-be-educated” on the other: The pedagogical relation is a reciprocal and alterable matter, 
according to an active and reciprocal relationship between teachers and students (cf. Bernhard 
2007, 154). However, he does not explicitely consider children and adolescents as organic 
intellectuals, which is assumingly related to the fact that they do not act as deliberate leaders, as 
“organisers”, who lack sufficient experience for that function. To be considered an intellectual is 
not only to think, but to have one’s thoughts considered to have a certain weight and authority 
(Crehan 2002: 131), as “’all men are intellectuals’ in so far as they think, ‘not all men have in 
society the function of intellectuals’” (Gramsci; cf. Crehan 2002: 132). Native Hawaiians and 
advocates struggle with a system that is dominated by traditional intellectuals in order to be 
conceived as “academic” intellectuals. Thus,it is inevitable to also reflect on children and 
adolescent’s position in that respect. Eventually these students will (again) be confronted with 
traditional intellectuals, especially after graduating from school, and thus begin to switch back and 
forth between organic and traditional intellectuality.  
 
The conception of children and adolescents as knowledge distributor, as organic intellectuals is 
rather unusual also, since intellectuality is commonly measured along encyclopedic knowledge and 
wealth of experience. However, children and adolescents have an immensely important range of 
knowledge; namely, to not let themselves withdraw from spontaneously, empirically understanding 
things that happen in their social world. It aks for scrutiny to what extent the process of adulthood 
is constituted on the thorough-going nature of adult-ritualised behaviour, which ultimately compells 
children to deny their early knowledge (Toren 1993: 464). This practice of upbringing might create 
what Gramsci calls proper social characters of a certain “civilisation”. However, according to him, 
in its history the human kind never succeeded to mediate the nature of human beings, their “raw 
instinct”, with the requirements of a society (cf. Bernhard 2007: 143f).  
This approach does not deny the traditional role of leadership per se, which Gramsci regards as 
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structural characteristic of any pedagogical relation. His main argument, that by self-determination 
a new kind of hegemony is immanently developed, reveals leadership as intrinsically philanthropic 
social act to empower other humans for social transformation. In order to build this strong 
leadership, it is inevitable to focus on the young generation’s role as organic intellectuals; to 
acknowledge their knowledge distributing task and mediating role between different communities 
of practice. These communities have participants with diverging degrees of willingness to be 
learners. The management of all these different constellations requires support, acknowledgement 
and open eyes and ears from their surrounding adults. 
 
5.6.1.2. Being producer and product of meaning  
 
As products and producers of one’s own history (Toren 1993), experiences constitute one’s point of 
view on new living concepts and thus ultimately one’s identity. As “products” of regular public 
schools, students produce differing meanings in this new learning setting of a HCS, and are again 
products of it that produce new meaning etc. Or, as Lave & Wenger’s would describe it: 
 
Participation can be neither fully internalized as knowledge structures, nor fully externalized as 
instrumental artifacts. It is always based on situated re/negotiation of meaning. Thus, 
understanding and experience are mutually constitutive (1991: 51). 
 
The “product” provided by e.g. a HCS, which is priorly cultural knowledge, is never fully 
internalised. However, it is also not fully externalised, not readily accepted as instrumental 
artefacts. To illustrate this situated re/negotiation of meanings is a highly complex matter, since 
both constitute each other and constantly succeed one another. As a temporally and spatially 
“frozen snapshot”, it is more comprehensible along two examples:  
 
The first one reflects the way a student renegotiates meaning of an incident at the HCS that she 
attended. It was during a lunch break when several girls found an injured bird and discussed what 
would be the best thing to do with it. One girl suggested to bring it along to the classroom, since 
lunch break was nearly over and thus the girls had little time to discuss the matter. Then another girl 
wryly responded that the kumu would never accept the bird because it was invasive, meaning no 
indigenous bird.  
In her cynic comment this student displayed her critique stance towards her kumu, who liked to 
give harangue on invasive species, which are harmful for the Hawaiian Islands. The “product”, the 
imparted knowledge about which invasive species and plants need to be exterminated, is readily 
acknowledged. However, it receives new (“produced”) meaning through the student’s comment on 
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the (“product’s”) rigorous character, respectively, on the teacher’s expectable rigorous attitude.  
 
The second example concerns the discourse of children being “moulded” into certain values, which 
was often apprehended among adult interlocutors. It is not far from a perception of subjects, who 
become a “product” of an institution and its guiding subjects, albeit without providing space for 
them to produce meaning out of it. Nevertheless, this space does occur, which is why it is important 
to ask how children and adolescents perceive of themselves as being “moulded”. Pua, the senior 
student, expresses this self-awareness the following way: 
 
Yeah. I feel like a prime example what [HCS 1]-student should come out like. Cause I’ve been 
in that school since I was a kid, so, they kinda had so much time to mould us172 (Interview, lines 
5-7). 
 
The interview bent a bow from a rather cynic reflection on her time at this school that she nearly 
left, over feelings of sorrow what this decision would mean for her, to pride over attending this 
unique school. The statement indicated her easygoing and let accepting attitude towards her 
position of indeed being moulded, of being a “product”. Yet, in this rather ironically reflective self-
awareness, she is concurrently a producer of new meaning to the position she finds herself in. The 
pressure of role-modelling for peers and the Hawaiian community in general is easily perceivable 
as being simply an “instrument” for a specific agenda, where the social agent itself is left unheard. 
However, the facileness with which Pua described her situation sheds light onto those productive 
spheres of negotiation of meaning. In respect thereof, by questioning this product-producer-
dichotomy, she also questions the shady discourse of “walking in two worlds”, which is common 
among many Native people’s definition of cultural identity and asks for further scrutiny. This 
metaphor can be counterproductive for youth, as it suggests, among other things, “full” access to 
“both worlds” (Henze & Vanett, 1993). However, students like Pua rather define their own identity 
and lived-in world by “(re-)producing themselves” as “products”. Teachers, anthropologists and 
adults in general need to acknowledge that these creative productive spaces occur among children 
and adolescents before they start to talk about indoctrinating policies that are aimed at their 
younger fellow men. 
 
 
 
                                                 
172By “us” Pua indicated a peer student and herself, who were the only ones at school that had attended this school ever 
since the first class, 6th grade. 
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5.7. “It’s cool to be disrespectful”
173 
 
Shared participation is the stage on which the old and the new, the known and the unknown, the 
established and the hopeful, act out their differences and discover their commonalities, manifest 
their fear of one another, and come to terms with their need for another (Lave & Wenger 1991: 
116). 
 
I think it’s a generation thing. And even though I didn’t like school when I was a kid I would 
never act as disrespectful as some of these kids. Never (Interview with Keanu, lines 105-6). 
 
School as a community of practice implies participation in an activity system about which 
participants share understandings concerning what they are doing and what that means in their  
lives (Lave & Wenger 1991: 91). These shared understandings are made by participants with 
different interests in the community of practice. Thus, this learning structure, which is embodied 
through present practices, is likewise constituted by characteristic conflicts (Lave & Wenger 1991: 
55). As already stated above, there are two conflict fields, which diverge from the one that is 
fundamental to apprenticeship; namely, when the successful production of a community of practice 
implies the replacement of old-timers (ibid: 57). First, teachers do not intrinsically regard their 
students as potential competitors and second, students do not necessarily aim to take on their 
“masters’” (teachers’) profession. So, there is the conflict between teachers’ desire to teach and 
students’ aim to simply pass through school.174 Resulting out of this is the conflict between the 
content taught at a HCS and the students’ negotiation of it, It is a conflict between teachers’ and 
students’ previous schooling experiences and students’ lived-in world outside school. This is 
perceivable as the typical field of tension between “product” and “producer”. 
 
A prevalent conflict that one of the charter schools had to deal with and already became apparent in 
several teachers’ comments further above, was the lack of “respect”; not only towards teachers, but 
the new content learned. Yet, how is “disrespect” comprehensible according to this “product-
producing” model? In this chapter the relevance of “respect” for processes of learning is 
illuminated through the linkage with provided resources for personal “dilemma-driven” learning. 
Further on, “disrespect” will be read as students’ negotiating constitutional element of a new 
community of practice, which is perceivable as tool for contesting attempts to change one’s 
                                                 
173Interview with Keanu, line 110. 
174Contrary to Goody's assumption of the master's desire for labour and the apprentice's desire to learn (1982; cf. Lave 
& Wenger 1991: 114), at school the former (the teacher) is as much interested in changing the person itself, as Lave & 
Wenger argue (ibid: 93). Moreover, the student might not share the same desire for learning as an apprentice does, since 
school is mandatory. 
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identity. 
  
5.7.1. A student being makaukau175– self-motivation to 
learn 
 
Many teachers stated that teaching a student that is not ready yet to learn, to “receive” knowledge, 
is challenging, if not impossible. In Meyer’s interpretation of Hawaiian epistemology, a teacher has 
to select his/her students: “I cannot be a teacher unless you are willing to be a student (2003, 182). 
Like Kapena and Leighna stated above, their elders had taught them because they perceived their 
patience to learn. This rests on mutuality between two individuals, where the motivation of a 
student to want to know is a crucial precondition for the learning process, more precisely for a 
balanced social relationship of mutual respect. To be motivated to learn includes respect, in this 
case for the teacher, who one ideally aims to receive information from. It means to be attentive by 
observing and listening what he/she shows and says. In traditional Hawaiian understanding, one of 
the hana pono, the correct behaviour written down by Mary Kawena Pukui et al, is mai pi’ikoi, to 
“not strive to ascend”, to “not act like the equal of your elders or superiors in rank”, which makes 
the child aware of ha’aha’a, of humility (1972: 54; cf. Meyer 2003: 110). Kalea, teacher at HCS 1, 
refers to traditional styles of Hawaiian teaching and learning to illustrate the act of choosing 
students who are “ready”: 
 
Culturally, you just don’t ask somebody for all of their knowledge and not reciprocate. And it’s a 
big heavy burden they entrust you. Usually, our old teaching styles is, they only hand-picked, 
maybe two or three people, that they’re gonna entrust all of their knowledge to. And you would 
only be skilled at that one skill and you become so good at it, you’ll be indispensable to the rest 
of society. Like, if it’s specially making fishing nets, you make THE best fishing net, and 
nobody can compare to your fishing net (Interview, lines 326-32). 
 
In the context of an institutional setting with a given curriculum that mandates certain content, to 
practice this mutual attention and respect is extremely challenging, as it asks for self-inspired 
interest in a topic. Yet, it is not impossible. One day I put the following observation into my 
notebook: 
[Kumu Keoni] finished up the class; the kids had to take out their journal. Then he said: ”What 
was the question? I already told you the question! If you would have listened, you would know by 
now!” Then he sat over to another tent and said “If you wanna know the question you gotta be 
quiet, you gotta listen, otherwise I know you’re not interested, so why would I bother telling you? 
                                                 
175
Ready. 
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This is the knowledge island I am on, if you wanna know what I can share with you, you gotta be 
quiet and sit down.” 
 
The teacher acted according to the ideal of gratuitousness, even though he has to make sure that 
students learn what is required in the curriculum and so leaves little space for negotiation with 
them. However, when is a student “ready” and thus “chosen”? Pua, the senior student, states how 
disrespect among peers, and the apathy towards Hawaiian culture nearly made her leave school. 
Yet, she argues that the student and only the student chooses for him-/herself whether he/she wants 
to learn: 
 
Sometimes it’s nothing that you can do, because the change have to come from the kid, the 
student, and that’s how it was with me. Because when I didn’t care, I didn’t care. (line 229-31). 
 
To “make students be interested” and appreciative for certain values and practices, is obviously a 
contradicting endeavour. In general, this constitutes a tremendous challenge schools have to face 
nowadays: On the one hand, to compensate what parents are not able (because of full-time 
employment) or willing to impart to their children, on the other hand to practice a philosophy of 
learning that relies on this mutuality: the desire to teach and the motivation to learn. In case of 
apprenticeships Lave & Wenger argue that masters, who act as “pedagogical authoritarians” and 
view “apprentices as novices who ‘should be instructed’ rather than as peripheral participants in a 
community engaged in its own reproduction”, prevent learning and gaining legitimacy for their 
conduct (1991: 76). Yet, it still seems apperceptible to “make students be interested”, to make them 
own a problem; namely, by gradually letting it “become” theirs. This process will be illuminated in 
the following. 
 
5.7.2. “Disrespect” – a mistranslation? Or: how much do 
age, grade and experience really matter? 
 
Keanu comments on the relevance of what is important for students outside school and brought 
into school: 
 
 I think the major thing is because of like, MTV. And I think it’s just cool to number one act 
stupid now, and it’s cool to be disrespectful. … And the other ones, they’re [students] caught in 
that culture of disrespect and just life sucks and so they want to be that. They think they’re 
rebels, but they’re really going along with the crowd. They’re tryin’ to be individuals but they’re 
really being sucked into that culture of apathy. I think apathy is a big, I forgot who said it. 
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Apathy is like the disease of this generation (Interview, lines 108-48). 
 
The teacher refers to apathetic behaviour that results in a lack of interest and thus lack of respect 
towards anything that is offered to the students. Indeed, in the majority of classes students’ 
attention, their interest for a subject, was rather low. Those, who were interested, were in classes, 
where relationships between students and peers, and students and teachers were harmonious and 
respectful, and/or long-lasting.  
 
As we already know, a respected and valued understanding of relationship (between students and 
teachers) as an ideal (Goodyear-Ka’opua 2005: 152), is confronted with a major student body that 
has rather negative experiences with schooling. This turned out to be quite challenging in one case, 
where many older students newly arrived at a HCS. Susie, mother of a former and current student, 
directly relates those students’ missed “initiation” at the school’s first grade, which is 6th grade, to 
the lack of respect: 
 
[T]he type of kids this year that we have, they’re very rebellious, their older kids. And I think it’s 
probably because a lot of the kids came in, that we have several new high school students. And 
because they missed that tender age in 6th grade, and the learnin’ of the ‘oli, and the respect, the 
school’s havin’ a really difficult time managing these kids. And I think some of these kids, I’m 
speculating that it’s the last chance for them? Because they misbehave so in traditional schools 
that the parents exasperatingly try out at [HCS 1]: Maybe my child will thrive there. But the kids, 
they don’t care about their culture. They don’t care! It doesn’t mean anything to them. And I 
don’t know if it’s because they have emotional problems or their family life is a problem or what. 
It’s not turnin’ on for them. And so, the same problems that they cause at their high schools, they 
bring it to [HCS 1]. And it effects the entire school! (Interview, lines 298-311). 
 
Several matters are addressed here: First, the relevance of age and grade at which students 
enter this school; second, the school, which is seen rather as an alternative than an 
alterNATIVE school; and third, previously made experiences of being schooled and family 
conditions, thus their own histories, are perceived to play a significant role in students’ 
behaviour. In Susie’s opinion high school students, who have not been exposed to this 
education from the beginning, from 6th grade on, provoke more conflict than those in their 
“tender” age. She also discerns that many of the students who entered this school have had no 
other choice than coming to this HCS. Cindy refers to it with the unpleasant expression of the 
“jerk’s last chance”. This is also confirmed by the teacher Kealoha, who thinks that most 
students are put in this school because they failed in the previous one: “Students starting at 6th 
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grade at HCS 1 definitely have a feeling of responsibility and success. They understand why 
we are here”176. It also correlates with Minnie’s belief that the younger the students are, the 
easier it is for them to process the fact of suppression of cultural knowledge: “[T]hey are 
younger, so they have a better chance of getting (laughingly) through it, you know?”177 Or else 
to interpret Kainoa’s words that were quoted above: learning to leave behind the rules for the 
“white man’s culture’s” might be easier, the sooner this generation-spanning, transitional game 
of “re-education” takes place.  
 
However, is it really their “tender” age or the entering grade that determines their degree of 
apperception? Although a common lack of interest was perceivable among older students in this 
school, this was also the case among many younger ones. This fact questions the often brought up 
argument of the primary relevance of age, which is furthermore a general matter that relates to the 
concept of seniority178. Yet, it is an individual and ideological matter to state which age or grade is 
the best for the reception, grasp and negotiation of certain knowledge. Personally made practical 
experiences might be more revealing as an explanation for apperception, as it is the method of 
introduction to a new matter, for instance to the rights of Native Hawaiians to land. Whether one is 
simply lectured in a classroom or led to go out to plant kalo in the lo’i, has different impacts. 
Learning what the plant needs in order to grow, harvesting and processing it to poi are hands-on 
experiences that make one think about why land rights have such an importance: Not only for 
Native Hawaiians to live on, as it is their mundane right, but because of its indispensability for 
nourishing the people with a plant that is furthermore considered a relative: the “big brother” of 
Native Hawaiians179. Hence, the “readiness” to be an apperceptible student is rather a matter of 
when one individually starts to care, which is enhanced through ongoing participation.180 
 
This objective is what HCS distinct from other Hawaiian and regular educational programs; it is the 
provision of a learning environment of active participation in a task that is personally “dilemma-
driven”, where one “owns” a certain problem Lave regards this “owning” as starting point of 
understanding a task/subject, as opposed to teachers or texts “owning” the problem. Is relates to 
whether a curriculum is a specification of practice or an arrangement of opportunities for practice 
                                                 
176
Interview on December 17th, 2007. 
177
Ibid., lines 830-8. 
178This concept is not dealt with here, but the following findings are aimed to question the commonly upheld singular 
relevance of age. 
179The mo'olelo (story, tale) of Wakea and Papahanaumoku explains that the first kalo plant Haloanakalaukapalili is the 
elder brother of Native Hawaiians, who descend from him. 
180This personally made experience of working in the lo'i, and the linkage to Native Hawaiians’ demand for recognition, 
has also been made a point by Sabine A. Deiringer and Lynette Cruz. They invite(d) students at their college classes to 
go to the taro patch and virtually do what Native Hawaiians claim for (personal conversations). 
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(1990: 324).  
However, at HCS many students assumingly do not feel this personal “dilemma-drivenness”, as 
planting kalo is not part of their personal lived-in world outside school. Yet, even though it might 
not be self-directed in that it relates to realities of the students’ lived-in world, the school provides 
access to gradual involvement in these unfamiliar cultural practices; through active involvement. 
Thus, as a start the school moves one towards “owning” the problem.The fact that a school 
produces new contexts for students is no news. What distinguishes HCS from other educational 
settings is that the content to be learned is not indoctrinated theories forced upon students without 
any reference to personally made practical experiences. 
 
Thus, Minnie’s assumption that children better deal with that anger of the suppression of this 
cultural knowledge because of their age, might simply be exposure to practically-made experiences. 
Toren speaks about the denial of a child’s initial, empirically sound understanding in order to take 
on the adult’s point of view (1993: 473). More specifically, it is the denial of insights that are made 
through practical experiences in favour of increasing abstraction as a common feature of adulthood. 
If that is the case, then human beings have the ability to withdraw from this denial and maintain 
these sources of empirically-sound understanding by simply “doing” it. This is shown in the 
example of students, who work in the taro patch and thus unveils the relative significance of age. 
 
It is arguable that “disrespect” is a matter of not yet seeing one’s personal “dilemma-driven” 
relevance for a matter, which results in less interest in the teacher him-/herself. Still, the matter is 
more complex, as it involves where students come from: what experiences they have made thus far 
with school and social interaction there and at home. 
 
5.7.3. Would students call it “disrespect”? 
 
As mentioned above, the family feeling at HCS necessitates closer relationships than general 
teacher-student relationships in regular public school settings. According to Akinnaso those 
are typically more distanced (1992: 79f). Teachers’ self-awareness as students, who 
continually learn about cultural content (e.g. through the attendance of classes at the Hawaiian 
studies centre at the university, through training to become a kumu hula or other practices etc.) 
as well as knowledge acquisition from their students, also determines a closeness to their 
students. Another relevant condition is the age-related closeness. Yet different perceptions 
exist of how this closeness is connected to matters of “disrespect”. Winnie, a mother, points 
out that the ‘ohana feeling facilitates friendships between teachers and students, which in turn 
causes students to act “disrespectful”. When I asked her where she sees responsibilities of 
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teachers and parents towards the child, she stated: 
 
Well, the responsibility of the kumu is, it stays where it’s at, it’s to educate. And it’s good that 
you have the family feeling, but when you’re too much of a friend to your student, there is a line 
that needs to be there. … Parent responsibility is although, I mean I fully love the fact that it’s 
such a family feel, but to make sure that these kids continue to respect, and I see that is an issue. 
Is because they feel like it’s such a family that you can say anything. Cause you can to your 
family! If you can say anything to somebody, it should be your family. And that’s the problem 
that some students have, is because they are TOO much into the family thing that they lose a 
little bit of the respect, when it comes down to it (Interview, lines 595-600). 
 
A central paradox is addressed here: This new social form, the “learning ‘ohana”, where social 
actors are not kin-related but practice family-oriented relationships, tends to run oppose the ideal of 
a respected kumu. Kealoha, a teacher, also refers to the blurriness that often characterises a student-
teacher-relationship: 
 
It’s hard. Sometimes I feel like I’m not your auntie. Sometimes I miss having a little bit that 
disconnection as a kumu. Where I was working before it was also that way but.. Life is often too 
blurry, you’re my friend, you’re my teacher.181 
 
Susie, the mother and wa’a-coach (paddling coach), perceives the age-related closeness as taxing 
on younger teacher colleagues, who put a lot of effort into their profession and in return experience 
disrespect from their students: 
 
One thing that’s different with that age-closeness, is that if kids gonna go off and get angry, you 
as an adult have to know how to draw the line and maintain and not go down to them. And I 
think that’s a line that’s been crossed, where the frustration is so great with some of these young 
teachers. Because they’re at a point where they’re driven and they know what they want. And 
they sacrifice it so much to be here! And these kids are apathetic and they don’t respect. And 
they’re angry! A lot of our teachers, they’re angry! They’re strugglin’ to get through this school 
year, because of the type of kids that we have. ... Because they’re working from the heart. And I 
understand, same thing for me with paddlin’. You know, all these kids, they don’t show up. But I 
gotta put them in a canoe, because, do I go punish the rest? (Interview, lines 842-51) 
 
It illustrates the tension at HCS, where the teachers’ motivation for re-education is not only 
referred to themselves, but to their students. Yet the harder teachers try to implement this re-
                                                 
181Interview on December 17th 2007. 
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education and more passionate they become about it, the more important, even mandatory it 
becomes for them. All three interlocuters talk of “lines” that are crossed too easily, which 
indicates the fragile character of this social form of non-kin-relationships.   
 
However, this ‘ohana feeling is not necessarily opposed to a relationship that is based on respect. 
Kirsten, teacher at another HCS, perceives exactly this ‘ohana feeling as reason for respectful 
behaviour: 
 
They [students] do tend to help each other … [I] like to think that it’s because of that kind of 
‘ohana feeling that we try to push that they don’t make fun of each other. If somebody doesn’t 
get it or if somebody is taking a long time to read out loud because they’re stuck on every other 
word or something like that, these kids actually, they help each other out (Interview, lines 195-
201). 
 
Hence, these close, trusted relationships likewise allow a respectful converse with each other and 
thus an interest in what the teacher wants to share; Hawaiian cultural practices.  
Yet, it is this blurry line between learning and ‘ohana that is left to everyone’s own definition. 
Within a community of practice students rather adjust to their peers’ understanding of legitimacy of 
participation than to the one of adults, as they share more common everyday life experiences.182 
What they value and devalue is of more relevance than what teachers sermonise and object. For 
students to “cross this line” by putting teachers on an acid test is a new experience. As much as 
teachers get passionate about perpetuating Hawaiian cultural knowledge, students get passionate 
about trying out how flexible these open relationships really are that are offered in this new school 
setting. This experimenting with relationships between oneself as a child/adolescent and adults is 
unfamiliar and thus exciting, and lets one easily forget about emotional consequences. As 
“products” of an insufficient public school system they are in the midst of figuring out their own 
positions in this community of practice. In this light, “experimenting” with this new quality of 
student-teacher-relationships seems to be a corollary.  
 
It can be assumed that this experimental stage requires a definition and adaptation of “tools” to act 
regardful in this blurriness between ‘learning’ and ‘‘ohana’. These tools are important so to prevent 
an emotionally taxing on teachers, whose feelings are occasionally hurt, which obviously happens 
when relationships are aimed to resemble those of a family. This asks for an approach that is 
equally defined by curiousity and humbleness. However, it is foredoomed to fail if teachers interact 
                                                 
182This reveals another difference between schools and apprenticeships: For most newcomers in school the goal is 
rather to become short-term old-timers like their peers and not necessarily long-term old-timers like their teachers. 
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with students while they are predetermined with this cultural “re-education”. Minnie defines the 
notion of “re-education”, whereas at the same time she cautious about stressing too much “culture”: 
 
I don’t wanna make it sound like the culture is the most important thing to be learning around 
here. Cause it isn’t. I mean, in my opinion anyway. Preparation for these kids to get out of 
school and go on to higher education and get good employment. That is my, you know, hope and 
dream for these kids. Or finding peace in turning back to the culture … (Interview, lines 749-
52).  
 
“Re-education” and “culture” are perceived to be relevant matters for teachers, yet not their 
primary duties. The related discourse of “moulding” social agents can be compared to Lave & 
Wenger’s finding that schooling is concerned with changing the person (1991: 93); albeit these 
social agents, like Pua, are indeed aware of this process. Yet, if the focus is too much on students 
change, the effectiveness of learning is to be questioned (ibid). “Re-educated” teachers, who 
continually explicitly confront students with “their” kuleana, make them feel their underlying 
desire to “change”, to “mould” them. In this respect the determinant of social relationship is limited 
by the one of activity; namely, when intentions to change subjects take over intentions to 
implement values within activities to change. 
 
The fact that the majority of students have distinct experiences with schooling than their teachers 
and the conflict between their “neighbourhoods” and the value of cultural knowledge at school, 
indicates that the phenomena of “disrespect” is mostly one of adults’ perception.183 Hence, 
“disrespect” can be read as students’ contest of knowledge and skills, which are valued by teachers, 
through struggles, practices and identities that are obtained from other sites (Levinson et al 1996: 
24); “neighbourhood”, families etc.. Concepts that have been/are valid in other settings constitute 
what students identify with. They shape what students are as persons that are historically produced, 
transformed and changed through learning processes (Lave & Wenger 1991: 51). It is the students’ 
production of meaning of “products” – culturally relevant knowledge - that are presented to them. 
Yet, the less these “products” are referred to as such, respectively the more “culture” is shown as 
“cultural practices” and thus is “opened up” as practiced and produced activity, the more likely 
appreciation for and interest in Hawaiian cultural practices will occur.  
 
 
 
                                                 
183I thank Sabine A. Deiringer for pointing me to that thought. 
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6. THE CATEGORISATION OF LEARNING AS “FORMAL” VS 
“INFORMAL” 
 
Throughout this thesis it becomes obvious how difficult, even inappropriate it is to categorise 
learning spaces and contents as “formal” or “informal” forms. Akinnaso states in his study on the 
relation between schooling and literacy184 that the distinction between formal and informal types of 
learning is a continuous dimension of variation considerably overlapping. Yet, in his opinion the 
eventual goal is “to draw the essential contrast between two ideal types” (1992: 78). Many other 
authors have argued against this distinction185 by introducing other factors that are more impacting 
for the categorisation of learning. Here I will refer to Lave & Wenger’s suggestion to focus on the 
interplay of agent, world and activity, as well as transparency and access to technology and social 
relations.  
The dichotomy between formal and informal learning is counterproductive especially for Hawaiian 
understandings of learning and knowledge. It is fatal to ignore indigenous people’s beliefs and 
practices in the talk about processes of learning and knowledge distribution, as this presents a 
subtle agreement on resting within this trap of “formality” and “informality” of learning. Even if 
this dichotomy is merely accepted as ideal, as abstract concept, it will nonetheless remain a pear 
vocabulary within an apple language. To move out of this trap is not easy. The following attempt is 
a comparison of Akinnaso’s categorisations in order to reveal its irrelevance. 186 
 
 
6.1. “Schools without walls” that expand formality; and informality 
 
This chapter lists Akinnaso’s main defining distinctions between formal and informal learning and 
applies them to the current ethnographic material. The juxtaposition reveals the interconnection of 
formal and informal ways of learning especially in school settings, which have had little attention 
in anthropological literature so far.187 It becomes obvious that HCS can hardly be categorised as 
“formal” learning places, as it blurs the distinction to “informal” learning. The contrast of these 
                                                 
184
Schooling, language and knowledge in literate and nonliterate societies. In Comparative studies in society and 
history, 34: p. 68-109. 
185
See e.g. Lave 1988, 1990; Lave & Wenger 1991, Levinson & Holland 1996 
186No doubt, there are several works concerned with this distinction, yet to include several more would go beyond the 
scope here. Akinnaso's classification is just one among many and thus not representative. For further reading, see e.g.: 
Strauss, Claudia (1984).   
187Within anthropology there has been a long tradition of focussing on informal areas of learning, as “schooling” has 
not been connected with non-literate societies, but appointed to western societies (Akinnaso 1992: 70f). More 
ethnographies of classroom or school settings have emerged in recent years. Yet none has been found that directly 
problematices the dichotomy of formality and informality, especially in context of indigenous educational 
implementation. 
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categories can reveal their uniqueness, as well as their differing concepts of education in general.  
 
6.1.1. Formal learning 
 
Akinnaso lists three major characteristics for formal learning. In the following they are directly 
applied to HCS: First, “it is a form of learning organized deliberately to fulfil the specific purpose 
of transmitting certain values, attitudes, skills and forms of knowledge worthy of specific 
transmission within a given society” (1992: 79). HCS are beyond doubt exemplary for this, yet, not 
necessarily to fulfil those “within a given society”. This fact reflects their counter-hegemonic 
motive, which influences the ways these values, attitudes, skills and forms of knowledge are 
communicated; within the community of practice, and towards “society”.  
Second, school, as an example for formal learning, is a form of decontextualisation with “minimal 
or reduced interaction among learner, teacher, context, and action” (ibid.) with standardised 
activities and systematised procedures. With learning as the focus of activity, forms of symbolism, 
rules and words, are preferred towards demonstration. Forms of symbolism, rules and words do 
take place in HCS, albeit not necessarily preferred to demonstration. Moreover, the use of rules and 
words, the explicitness through verbal expression neither complies with imparting (upheld, 
culturally defined) values (Akinnaso 1992: 79), nor with Hawaiian understandings of knowledge 
distribution through exactly that: demonstration. Also, the assumption of “minor interaction among 
learner, teacher, context, and action with standardized activities and systematized procedures” 
(Akinnaso 1992: 79) is incompatible with the concept of “learning ‘ohana”. Furthermore, the 
notion of decontextualisation itself is a problematic definition of schooling, as it is very well a 
learning praxis “in context” like any other learning situation in life (Lave 1990). As suggested 
further above, this misconception might as well be related to the fact that students do not “own” 
sufficient own space in regular U.S.-American public school classes.  
 
The third characteristic is institutionalisation, where a specialised group or nation state is 
responsible for mode, form, content of learning and functions of indoctrination, as well as access to 
specialised knowledge and power. Consequences are the expansion of the amount of learners from 
one or two, which are characteristic for informal learning, to several learners. Another feature is the 
teacher figure, usually older, with titles and mostly a stranger, that replaces a familiar figure 
(parents, peers) (ibid: 79ff). A third consequence is the establishment of rules and conventions 
(language use, behaviour), which “often function as a boundary between formal and informal 
learning, on the one hand, and between the school and the rest of society, on the other” (81). 
This characteristic is to some degree legitimate, as a group of Hawaiian scholars is responsible for 
mode, form, content learned and its functions of indoctrination. However, the notion of 
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“institutionalisation” indicates a dichotomy between “abstract” and “concrete” knowledge, where 
abstraction is made possible through a disconnection from particular cultural practices (Lave & 
Wenger 1991: 104). Rather, it is a matter of “access to specialized knowledge and power”, e.g. 
teachers who encourage students to use available sources in order to apply their knowledge in 
societal living relations. Akinnaso indeed lists these as one aspect of institutionalisation (1992: 80), 
however it needs to be stressed more explicitly. 
The establishment of rules and conventions (language use, behaviour) also characterises HCS, 
yet not so much in order to distinguish from informal learning, since students are encouraged 
to “spread the word” outside school, to their families and significant others. Here it is much 
more a distinction from a U.S.-American hegemony.  
HCS would equally not count among formal learning, as teachers are usually quite close in age 
(e.g. compared to a student’s parent) and not necessarily have a “title” from a western educational 
entity. They might be entitled to teach, however due to instruction in a task that they learned in an 
“informal” learning setting. Last but not least, teachers might be strangers in the beginning; 
however, as time goes on, they develop very strong and close relationships to their students.  
 
6.1.2. Informal learning 
 
Informal learning characteristics are cited here too in order to display how much HCS mingle with 
this concept. From classic ethnographies that are concerned with socialisation or enculturation 
processes188, Akinnaso concludes four common characteristics: First, particularism with learning 
that takes place in closed social networks (family, peer group). Informal learning is regarded as 
fusion of emotional and intellectual domains (Cohen 1971: 25; cf. Akinnaso 1992: 78), where the 
content learned is often inseparable from the teacher’s identity. This too occurs in HCS. The school 
as community of practice operates within a distinct closed social network, the “learning ‘ohana”, 
which includes peer groups, family members and adults that are frequently called “auntie” and 
“uncle”. The content learned is potentially connected to the teacher’s identity, seeing one’s personal 
cause in the matter of teaching, especially as a cause that is related to the well-being of one’s own 
people.189 Besides the interrelation of informal learning with HCS, the concept of particularism is 
as problematic as institutionalisation and decontextualisation, which suggests that only in 
informally instructed children and adolescents are “truly embedded” in the context of a learned 
task.  
                                                 
188See Akinnaso (1992: 78) for more details. 
189This blurry distinction between teaching as a profession and a personal motivation to resuscitate Hawaiian cultural 
practices, is made clear in Kalea's statement on investment in one's profession: “I think  for me it's an investment, it 
takes so much out of us. You invest in yourself. You're emotionally, mentally, physically, spiritually. Because more so 
than.. I'm not saying that other teachers don't, in other regular schools, but for us it's the well-being of our people, our 
Hawaiian people, you know?” (Interview, lines 373-7) 
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Second, informal learning is characterised by contextualisation; an interaction among learner, 
teacher, context and activity. This entails the two last characteristics, namely observation and 
imitation, as this kind of learning is embedded in ongoing activity with little or no need of language 
use. Expressive behaviour, including language, is rather relaxed, for informal learning lacks 
institutional sanctions. Prescribed setting, schedule, and centralised focus are not necessary 
(Akinnaso 1992: 78f). These characteristics display constitutional parts of HCS. Yet an educational 
state system that does not take account of “informally” taught content and ways of learning, 
through observation and imitation, within a school, the implemention of these characteristics 
continues to be a challenge. The principal of HCS 1 states: 
 
The more we try and tie our activities and lessons to the real world, the less likely it is to be on 
the [AYP190] test. So, it creates a dilemma for us, where the more we try and honour our vision 
and mission, the less we’re teaching to the test. … Ahm, a lot of people are gonna try a school 
that’s new, small, underfunded is, students, who have already slipped to the crack so much the 
families, for they have nothing to loose. And that’s not entirely true of every student but we 
have a big percentage of those. And so, our school gets penalised and framed in a negative light 
for having a high percentage of students below grade level despite the successes in their actual 
academics. A lot of which is not picked up in the standardised test. But more importantly, their 
confidence, their love for their families, culture and community. Ahm, their confidence in social 
settings, which is also important, the emotional grounding, their desire to be healthy, physically, 
mentally and emotionally. And the standardised test doesn’t measure any of those things. It 
doesn’t even touch it, it pretends it doesn’t exist (269-97). 
 
Underlying this obsolete dichotomy is a discourse of academically rigour content versus 
culturally-embedded learning. This juxtaposition is analysed in the following. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
190Adequate Yearly Progress. This test is a measurement that is defined by the No Child Left Behind Act, which allows 
the U.S. Department of Education to determine the performance of every public school in the United States. 
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adequate_Yearly_Progress> 
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7. ACADEMICALLY RIGOROUS VS CULTURALLY-BASED LEARNING? 
 
The juxtaposition of “culture” versus academic rigour is a prevalent discourse that Hawaiian 
educational programs find themselves in. How deep cultural learning can be connected with 
academic success without compromising one another (Kaiwi, 2006: 28; Goodyear-Ka’opua, 2005: 
8)? However, the question whether a stronger focus on Hawaiian cultural aspects in schools 
potentially neglects academically rigorous learning can only be understood properly when the 
power of definition is accordingly reflected; namely, what is considered academically rigour. 
People that work in Hawaiian educational programs have to pit their understandings of education, 
of an “educated person”, against the general U.S.-American perception of “proper” education, 
which defines what “standard” and thus academically rigour is. As an example for the western-
defined academically “educated person”, the Oxford English Dictionary defines “academic” as 
follows:  
 
1. relating to education and scholarship. 2. scholarly rather than technical or practical. 3. of only 
theoretical interest.191 
 
The contrast of “scholarly” to “practical”, by regarding it only in terms of its theoretical 
implication, does evoke contradictions towards understandings of knowledge as defined by its 
application, its function (Meyer 2003). Yet whatever one regards as “education” and “scholarship” 
is relative and dependent on a school’s definition of an “educated person”.  
Similar to the principal quoted in the previous chapter, Kalea, teacher at HCS 1, states that 
continuous conflict fields arouse between what the government tells the school to do and the 
cultural practices they wish to attain: 
 
 I feel like our school is under threat all the time of being closed down, just because there is this 
over looking down on us and saying: Hey! Your kids aren’t meeting the standards! What about 
your teachers? Your teachers aren’t meeting these standards either. So, we’re held accountable 
to two worlds. Our indigenous, our cultural, our people and then you’re held accountable to the 
western philosophy that kinda just took over (Interview, lines 159-64). 
 
Although the structure of the question, whether it is a challenge to balance culturally-embedded 
education and academic rigour, is misleading; to ignore it would mean to ignore the setting within 
which Hawaiian educational efforts operate. It directly affects a HCS’s existence, if students do not 
perform academically rigorous enough, which results in restructuring the school according to the 
                                                 
191<http://www.askoxford.com/concise_oed/academic?view=uk>. 
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DOE’s standards. Yet, the experience of a deficiency is valid, as a former student commented on 
her time at a HCS. She felt forced to leave the school in favour of a regular high school, even 
though she very much appreciated the school setting. However, she felt academically unchallenged. 
In her words “the kids there [at the HCS] only wanna play, they don’t wanna learn”192.  
The dichotomy of academic versus cultural is a strong part of people’s vocabulary. For instance, 
Paul, a father, describes what Hawaiian practices he learned as a child: 
 
My Mom taught my sisters a little bit of hula. But, you know, just like the touristy stuff. But 
nothing like the way my wife does, the real Hawaiian hula. With me, it was, I was more 
academics, I wasn’t really into learning my culture back then (Interview, lines 50-3). 
 
Later he specified on the definition of the specific HCS in respect to academic rigour: 
 
Ahm, you know, it’s not really based on an academic, ahm, area that I could see. It is, it does 
have academics, but it’s not, like I said a structured academic, where, you know, you need a 
certain grade point average to graduate or get to the next class level. Ahm, for a lot of the local 
kids who’ve been raised up on like farms and stuff like that, I think it would work with them 
better than being stuck in a classroom all day long (lines 103-8). 
 
In his point of view it is to some degree “academic”, however, not as dependent on a classroom 
setting. Thus, for this father strong structure and a classroom setting define academic rigour. A 
further example is a teacher’s statement, who describes his subject- and project-based class: 
 
Our lo’i [taro patch]. You have the subject science, we learn science within the classroom, we do 
the academic part in the research in the paper work, and then the other days we go out into the 
field and apply what was learned from the academics and the books and the research and actually 
go and work with our hands, work with our feet and visually see it, touch it, smell it, work it, 
experience it (Interview with Keoni, lines 103-7). 
 
Again, anything related to classrooms, written down information and furthermore, anything not 
related to an interplay of multiple sensual experiences, is regarded as academic. Another factor that 
enhances this dichotomy is the lack of available academic resources for teaching Hawaiian cultural 
content. The comment of the teacher Kainoa on the combination of academically rigour and 
culturally-based education is as follows: 
 
                                                 
192Informal conversation on December 19th 2007 in wa'a-class. 
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I think it’s a challenge sometimes. Because, you know, you wanted to be culturally-based but it’s 
like there’s not enough cultural resources for us to really be solid on that. You know, we can just 
work with the resources that we do have. Ahm, I wish there was more cultural resources that we 
could use in the classrooms. So, now we have to go and research and find these resources. Then 
the kind of resources are written from the person’s perspective on things. So, finally the right 
stuff you gotta look at multiple resources to get what you really want to know because so and so 
wrote it from their perspective (Interview, lines 670-82). 
 
The teachers’ bulk of tasks is thus not only to research for resources that are sparsely available, but 
to verify sources of the author’s specific perspectives. The connotation of “academic” with written 
words, with books, is evident here and indicates the need for cultural knowledge to be put into 
written form. Hence, one can reckon that to be “aademically rigour” is perceived not so much as a 
matter of content, but of enabling circumstances for it to take place: sufficient infrastructure, like 
classrooms and essential resources for indigenous academic knowledge, like books.  
So, is this dichotomy dissolvable? Monica A. Ka’imipono Kaiwi, English teacher at Kamehameha 
Schools, takes up the question, whether incorporating Hawaiian culture, literature and pedagogy 
compromise academic rigour and aptly repudiates it for a simple reason:  
 
No! To assume that including Hawaiian culture or a Hawaiian worldview would decrease 
academic rigor would mean that our kupuna (ancestors, elders) weren’t very bright and had no 
standards of their own. (2006: 31).   
 
She does not locate “academic” somewhere outside a culturally-based, practical instruction, but 
directly within knowledge of ancestors and elders, that is nurtured through practice. Similarly, 
Kealoha, teacher at a HCS, opposes this dichotomy, as in her opinion these two aspects perfectly fit 
together. She refers to olis, which align very well with expectations in academic achievements.193 
 
Whether a school chooses to use the western notion of “academic rigour” or not; in any case HCS 
operate within a western context, which requires this standard. In order to proof the praxis of 
indigenous academic rigour, what is missing are simply financial resources to provide infrastructure 
and literature resources of Hawaiian worldviews of kupunas. Furthermore, anything non-academic 
is considered knowledge that is appropriated through praxis, through eclectic senses, like touching, 
smelling, tasting, looking (observing), listening. The definition of “academically rigour” through 
the lens of Hawaiian cultural education programs is not a contrast to a theory-loaded definition, but 
an understanding of education and scholarship which necessitates a theory’s implementation in 
                                                 
193Interview on December 17th 2007. 
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praxis.  
Remembering Lave’s suggestion that one has to “own” a problem of a task in order to find a 
solution that is self-motivated (1990), this extension of definition of “academic” provokes a 
rethinking of how “academically rigorous” learning takes place in common schools and what 
effects this understanding has on students’ learning.  
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8. CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOKS 
 
 
8.1. Conclusion 
 
This “slice” of data that is presented here reveals several matters that are of significance and fruitful 
for outlooks on further researches for HCS and other Hawaiian educational programs as well as for 
the anthropology of education and childhood. The research question, whether and how children and 
adolescents are perceived as distributors of (long forgotten, cultural) knowledge towards adults and 
peers, disclosed complexities that are presented here in their widely ramified character. Some 
branches of these complexities provide solid answers here and there, yet others are in need of 
further, more detailed long-term research. What consequences a view of students as knowledge 
distributors has on the phenomenon of learning has been answered along the juxtaposition of a 
learning practice theory (Lave & Wenger) with data of indigenous educational institutions.  In 
detail, the most important “branches” that provide answers, are the following: 
 
Learning is a phenomenon that is often too easily associated with formal educational institutions, 
among whom the school takes in an undoubtedly powerful position. Yet, learning takes place in any 
everyday life situations. It takes place either through intentional instruction or random imparting of 
knowledge and is not stringently linked to a certain setting, e.g. intentional instruction to school or 
random sharing of knowledge to home. The latter process is often easily overlooked as learning 
process for the fact that it does not require conscious instruction on the side of the person, who 
shares knowledge. However, a student that simply talks about something that he/she just learned at 
school that day, unconsciously exposes his/her parent to a new content.  
Thus, this knowledge transfer from school to home comprises anything that ranges from children’s 
deliberate instruction of parents in a certain task, e.g. planting kalo, teaching how to correctly 
pronounce Hawaiian street names or demanding to only purchase plants that are indigenous to the 
Hawaiian islands, to the childrens’ random talking of experiences they had made at school. By 
looking at children and adolescents as, conscious or unconscious, “teachers” or knowledge 
distributors to their families, borders of learning settings, age and expertise are crossed. When these 
variables are taken as such, an important independent precondition for learning is revealed. It is a 
matter of diverging points of views of where, when and how knowledge “flows”; more precisely of 
whether one regards him-/herself as learner, irrelevant of profession, age and experience. Hence, 
learning does not rely on a “teacher’s” self-consciousness as instructor, but on a learner’s ability 
and motivation to listen. 
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 Children’s and adolescents’ choices of what knowledge is considered worthwhile to be shared is 
influenced by the selection according to his/her “students”; peers, parents or significant others. 
Students at HCS act as knowledge distributor, which implies the acquisition of appropriate social 
skills to assess which learners are “ready”; which ones are listening. This constitutes the very 
importance of the social relationship on learning processes, as acknowledgement of the more 
proficient person is of importance. It furthermore reveals to be an act of selection that is reflected in 
the Hawaiian learning ideal of observing, listening and shutting one’s mouth. Students at HCS thus 
act as meaning maker through their interpretation of relevant knowledge. However, they also act as 
critics of current socio-political structures that are unapparent in the public domain (e.g. the project 
of two students, who analysed the renaming of places from Hawaiian to English during the illegal 
annexation through the United States).  
 
Equally, students question current circumstances of their lived-in world, e.g. the efficiency of,public 
school settings with impersonal relationships with teachers, overcrowded classes etc. To these 
critics another aspect is added, which constitutes many students’ everyday life in regular public 
schools and thus is in need of revision. The very classroom structures in regular U.S.-American 
public schools, and assumingly many other countries that follow this schooling model, does not 
allow students to ”own” their own space, their classroom, as they have to attend classes in teachers’ 
working space; in their classrooms. This simple matter displays a prevention of students’ 
competency to create and define their own spaces and thus comfortably identify with them, 
respectively with school; even if just to some degree. This misplacement of students contributes to 
the critics on the general misconception of school as a place “out-of-context”. Yet, schools are 
always in any kind of context as an everyday life experience of its legitimate peripheral participants 
(Lave & Wenger 1991). What allows the perception of processes of learning is not so much the 
categorisation in formal or informal settings, more precisely the extraction of learning out of the 
context of life in order to make it applicable to “real” life situations (Lave 1990: 310). Rather, 
forms of access for students to and transparency of practices, technology and social relationships 
for students determine whether they feel invited to accept and regard themselves as learners, and 
teachers.  
 
Students that attend a HCS also challenge adults’ role as provider of knowledge when e.g. they 
expose their parents to new insights concerning Hawai’i; cultural practices, the language, but also 
political issues like statehood and its illegal foundation upon the overthrow of the Hawaiian 
Kingdom in 1893. They also provide those parents/adults with information, who are already 
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“experts” in Hawaiian issues, on a relatively equal level, e.g. the senior student Pua, who informed 
her mother on issues of the Hawaiian sovereignty movement.  
 
An important determinant besides profession, age, experience, and the motivation of students to 
listen, also constituted a task that some adults reflected to learn from (their) children: to wit, 
manners with which children and adolescents make sense of certain matters, while they are to deny 
this “initial, empirically sound understanding” along the process of growing up (Toren 1993: 473). 
It is furthermore Meyer’s perception of Hawaiian ways of thinking as “instinctive, innate, or 
ancestral knowledge”, which she opposes to the doctrine of empiricism (2003: 78). The childrens’ 
instinctiveness expands the definition of knowledgeability beyond experience and presents a task 
that adults potentially acknowledge and acquiesce. Kirsten, the teacher, learns from the way her 
students “think about things a little differently”. Susie, the mother and paddle-coach, similarly 
perceives to learn from her children the “simple truth and simple sensibility”. These are contents 
that describe not so much the acquisition of a task itself, e.g. how to properly pronounce a Hawaiian 
word, but the form and activity of acquisition of knowledge per se.  
It is what Gramsci asks adults to consider more thoroughly: the respect for the authenticity of the 
child by encouraging its spontaneity (cf. Bernhard 2007: 145), which shall uplift manual, social and 
intellectual skills; thus general education (ibid: 202). Children and adolescents can then find 
themselves in empowering positions with their “constructively naïve” perspectives, which provoke 
reflections on ongoing activities within a community of practice as legitimate peripheral 
participants (Lave & Wenger 1991: 117). Thus, it can be argued that an instinctive, curious 
approach that omits “pre-judices” to new life concepts is of equal relevance as profession, age and 
experience. Conceiving children and adolescents as organic intellectuals confronts us with the 
definition of knowledgeability that predominantly rests on the determinants of seniority, 
encyclopaedic knowledge and wealth of experience.  
 
There is a parallel between the content, Hawaiian cultural knowledge and the way of learning 
among children and adolescents, as they are are both “endangered” knowledge “at risk” to be 
forgotten; on the one hand through the many kupunas with their knowledge passing away, on the 
other hand childrens’ and adolescents’ denial of their practically-informed approach to certain 
matters of interest. This said, it is not insinuated to equate children’s and adolescents’ unique ways 
of knowing with Hawaiian epistemology. Rather, it is disclosed that certain settings, mechanisms 
and tools allow these ways of knowing to take place, to unfold by providing space for self-
motivated learning of what and how one prefers to learn. Childrens’ practically-informed mode of 
learning is generally omitted in intentional formalised instruction like general public schools, where 
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the problems to be solved are preponderantly “owned” by textbooks, teachers or a curriculum. 
Communities of practice that allow this hands-on learning to take place, and thus oppose this 
“denial” for the sake of growing up, are auspicious for its reciprocal understanding of teaching and 
learning. 
 
Students’ practices at HCS and outside school challenge the common equation of teacher and adult 
also in another respect. Given the historical and social circumstances that resulted out of the “lost 
generation”, these students simultaneously carry a big burden along the expectation of “spreading 
the word”, to share what they learn at school with their families. Among those of the “lost 
generation”, many, like Minnie and Pono, had been “re-educated” at adult-onset, which almost 
inevitably provoked anger and rage about the fact that a whole nation and people had been lied to 
about their past and culture. According to the two interlocutors, it is unquestionable to provide the 
current students’ generation an education about their past and culture (for some about the past of the 
place they call home). However, this has to take place in a manner that does not rest on an 
“emotionalised” re-education. If children and adolescents are continuously confronted with a 
resonant anger and rage, they are not only confronted with problems “owned” by others, but 
moreover are exposed to a static idea of culture. Education does not omit matters of re-education as 
long as it is told in its historical, political and social context, omitted of anger- and rage-provoking 
emotionalisation. 
Students in the here and now have different agendas, everyday lives and interests that are 
undoubtedly intertwined with exactly these hegemonic structures of the lived-in world. Most 
prominently, this happens through schooling experiences in public schools and the general U.S.-
American, multicultural everyday life on the islands. If re-educated teachers do not reflect on their 
political agenda and continue to essentialise culturally relevant issues, e.g. through frequent verbal 
explicitness, they concurrently reflect and perpetuate the U.S.-American hegemony’s discourse of 
homogenisation and standardisation. This formalisation of everyday life in HCS is less common 
than in regular schools, e.g. the separation of leisure time space of teachers from those of students, 
or class structures according to one’s grade etc. Yet, it can be sensed in a different dimension, 
videlicet, in attempts of formalising identity by exactly that; essentialising and making explicit 
cultural aspects.  
 
At the same time, it is simplistic to consider students that are “moulded” in “Hawaiian culture” to 
be passively formed according to external circumstances. Even though it is a discourse that was 
widely spread among interlocutors, it is inevitable to differentiate according to children and 
adolescents’ self- awareness as being “moulded”. Those, who are aware of this process, are indeed 
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social agents of their lived-in world. Accepting herself to be “moulded” through school, Pua, the 
senior student, simultaneously continued to produce meaning of herself as “product” (Toren 1993) 
that is shaped by regular public schools, as much as the HCS she attended at that time. Although 
she might appear as a formed “product” of the factory called “school”, through her self-awareness 
of these processes she is indeed social agent of her own life.  
Students’ self-awareness of their role at HCS, especially when they feel the expectation of their 
adultery lived-in world to act as role models, brings to the core the notion of kuleana 
(responsibility, as well as right). Teachers, who are too concerned with explicitly confronting 
students with “their” kuleana, will easily make them feel their underlying desire to change them. As 
Brandon Ledward poignantly put it, it is important to ask what the boundaries and limits of kuleana 
are, as it is not an entity that one can trade with, which is reflected in the loose way this notion is 
commonly used in everyday life in Hawai’i. Rather, it is contribution and commitment, 
relationships, and thus socially negotiated. Hence, it is as vivid and fluid as the people who 
recognise and accept it.194 If a definition of it as “duty” that we “own” is continued, a responsibility 
that students have to carry as future leaders, it will perpetuate the western practice of essentialising 
and formalising phenomena that are fluid and ever changing “by nature”. The taught cultural 
knowledge will then not be internalised as vivid, eclectic knowledge structures, but adequately 
balanced through an increase in externalisation, as it is presented as an instrumental artifact. The 
pendulum then has swung too far towards the latter, a reactionary definition of “culture”. 
 
To be sure, one further has to investigate given contextual structures that enhance the perpetuation 
of such an emotionalised and static idea of “culture”. In the midst of the cultural renaissance 
movement in the 70ies, it was a necessary and useful tool in order to demand self-determination for 
many Native Hawaiians, who mounted the barricades. It has ever since been,response to a general 
hegemonic societal setting of western U.S.-American discourses of formalising and essentialising 
cultural fluidity, where every mundane life aspect is regulated. This standardisation pattern is 
common across the United States in order to assure equal treatment for every citizen across 
different states, as in many other nations, whose constitution rests on equal treatment of all citizens. 
Here, this is most obviously expressed in obsessive standardised testing of schools’ academic 
results, e.g. the No Child Left Behind Act, and thus has two interrelated consequences for Native 
Hawaiian educators: First, it tremendously hampers their efforts to practice their educational 
beliefs, which are disregarded in academic examination of HCS. Second, and resulting out of this, 
in order to provide a curriculum in a school that is still eligible for funding by the DOE and thus 
necessitates the acceptance of standardised learning content, produces tremendous stress for 
                                                 
194Discussant for the penal “Anthropology’s Kuleana: Rights and Responsibilities in Anthropological Practice” at the 
annual AAA conference in San Francisco, November 21st 2008. 
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teachers and a certain degree of adaptation.  
 
This raises further questions concerning a discursive dichotomy of academically rigour versus 
culturally-based content and learning methods. It is problematic for it continues to create a gap, if 
not even a trap, for the development and implementation of Native Hawaiian educational programs. 
As long as (textual) resources for culturally relevant knowledge are scarce and a general discussion 
on underlying stereotypes of Hawaiian educational practices (e.g. “shutting one’s mouth”) is 
omitted, HCS will continue to carry a reputation of schools for the “jerk’s last chance”, as Cindy 
recalls the schools’ infamous image. An indigenous academic education needs as a base an 
acceptance of Native Hawaiians’ undisputable right to practice their cultural beliefs. 
 
This discussion also has to touch the issue of distinguishing “formal” from “informal” ways of 
learning and will thus reveal the hierarchical order of science, school and everyday practice in 
western culture (Lave 1988: 4), which consolidates the powerful and unquestioned position of 
schools as “temples of knowledge”. HCS present examples for manifold sources of knowledge that 
are gathered and negotiated in different social settings of the lived-in world and thus broaden the 
definition of “school”. By this, it points attention to other, less powerful, “informal” learning 
settings. This furthermore includes a discussion on what kind of license teachers at HCS are 
required to obtain, when proficiency in different tasks from different learning settings are 
encouraged and preferred. All this needs to include the realisation that the current everyday life and 
structure on the Hawaiian Islands is a mingling with descendants of missionaries and settlers, as 
well as several different ethnic minority groups that call Hawai’i their home. 
 
It remains to be stated that HCS have tremendous potential to communicate this changeability and 
fluctuation exactly by means of their practically hands-on oriented curriculum that is embedded in 
its culturally defined value system. Students are introduced to “own” problems of yet unfamiliar 
cultural practices in a manner that allows self-motivated active involvement. The difference to 
other school forms lies in the students’ involvement, as there is a distinction between indoctrinating 
and introducing new, unfamiliar knowledge. This means that as a start, the school moves one 
towards continually appraising the relevance of a topic as a personally “dilemma-driven” matter 
that so far has not been part of one’s lived-in world outside school. However much a student gets 
involved is up to him-/herself, when he/she is “ready” to be a student. This learning concept rests 
on a reciprocal definition of teaching and learning, which are interrelated: “I cannot be a teacher 
unless you are willing to be a student” (Meyer 2003, 182) and vice versa.  
 
  130
Following the pairs of dichotomies of teacher versus student, instruction versus reception and 
active versus passive learning, everyday life at HCS reveals the obsolete character of these 
equations through learning practices on site. Active participation in this community of practice 
equally involves being a peripheral participant by “merely” observing at the start of learning a new 
task; e.g., dancing a certain hula or just the simple attendance of school. However, both observation 
and listening are tasks that are commonly misconceived as “passive”, which enhances teachers’ 
authority and concurrently mingles students’ self-exploring learning experiences.  
This circumstance might explain why alternative pedagogical theory approaches that focus more on 
students instead of teaching and learning, may not be suitable for the analysis of indigenous 
pedagogical concepts. There is an immense focus on “active” learning that is understood as hands-
on practices, where the learner directs his/her own learning by “doing”. In this light, observation 
and listening is compelled to be considered more passive, and thus tend to be left aside in processes 
of active learning. Yet, these tasks are as active as taking a hammer and pounding a nail into a piece 
of wood. In order to stress the importance of these ways of learning in indigenous and subsequently 
in non-indigenous educational strategies, they are in need of reconceptualisation. This can stimulate 
a rethinking of the dichotomy of “authoritative” versus student-driven learning, as both activities 
constitute one another: first, to observe and listen to one’s master attentively, pa’a ka waha, to 
“shut one’s mouth” (Chun 2006: 3ff) and subsequently to self-directly do the task.  
 
Furthermore, as Keoni displayed in his statements, the task of learning is not completed simply by 
showing one’s master proficiency in a task. In his understanding the reciprocal circle of learning is 
only fulfilled when he, as a teacher, is sure of the student’s proficiency, and motivation, to go and 
teach someone else what he/she just learned. The student goes out and “spreads the word” to his/her 
family and thus, in this last stage of learning, takes on the role of a master; either consciously or 
unconsciously.  
Yet, not every individual, who learns, children, adolescents, as well as adults, might feel the desire 
to teach, furthermore to act as role model. However, pressure to move students into this position 
creates tensions, exhaustion and consequently the loss of motivation to try themselves in this role. 
This exhaustion and pressure was perceivable among senior students who left, or were considering 
to leave the HCS they attended. Although many teachers are aware of the fact that not everyone is 
motivated to share what they learned, there is a tendency among some to make their own 
motivation to be a kumu one of their students. Yet, kuleana is reflected in the very differing 
individual relationships one has with his/her other legitimate peripheral participants within and 
across different communities of practice. It is indeed nothing one “owns”, and therefore cannot be 
“instructed” to students or anyone else, but requires one’s own motivation to participate; meaning, 
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to move within communities of practice and hereafter across communities of practice, e.g. from 
school towards one’s ‘ohana, college, other organisations etc. Hence, kuleana might as well include 
any incidental knowledge sharing, e.g. the simply everyday life talk about one’s day at school, 
which is as much part of that last stage of learning described by Keoni. This, again, asks for the 
parents’ motivation to learn, to listen as learners, respectively for a perception of mutually existing 
kuleana. 
 
Yet, this potential cannot be fully exploited if teachers and administrators continue to receive 
improper financial resources and thus are forced to switch school or worse, change their profession 
due to a constant burn-out over work they struggle to master. The low recognition of public 
teachers’ profession that is displayed in their salary, is a nationwide issue. The essentialisation of 
“Hawaiian culture” seemed to have prevailed especially among teachers that were not properly 
recompensed for the immense work they accomplished. As teachers in HCS, which provide a 
“learning ‘ohana”, they are not only teachers, but friends, aunties/uncles, counsellors and in some 
cases even part-time parents. These teachers are even under bigger pressure, as they serve students, 
who are to a high degree labelled as “special education” students, yet without receiving proper 
funds195. Adding to this, is the struggle with state’s authorities requirements that hamper cultural 
practices to take place (e.g. to not be able to have an imu for “fire security reasons”).  
 
If underlying reasons for high teacher turnover are continually neglected, it will be determined by 
another discourse, namely that of students as scapegoats, who are supposedly taxing on teachers. 
Yet, there is a difference between the problematisation of school subjects and structural 
circumstances that are underlying; between an analytic focus on the individual as learner and one 
on learning as participation in the social world (Lave & Wenger 1991; Ogbu 1978). Hence, the 
question should therefore be rather, e.g. who defines those overrepresented SPED-students that 
attend HCS as such, which are “products” of a public school system. It is a system that does not 
provide sufficient learning opportunities to “own problems” which are instead heavily dependent 
on a rigorous curriculum. Besides that, it is a system, which discriminates students according to 
their ethnic background and financial state; in a state of the U.S. with the highest discrepancy 
between public and private schools (Okamura 2008).  
 
If the Department of Education is interested in supporting learning institutions that reflect a more 
                                                 
195Conversation with Minnie, administrator at HCS 1. See also “Hawai'i Primers on Special Education and Public 
Charter Schools” <http://www.uscharterschools.org/cs/spedp/view/sp/24>; “Hearing Exposes Department of Education 
Withholding Funds from Special Needs Students in Charter Schools” 
<http://www.hawaiireporter.com/story.aspx?a78e097b-2004-479a-88ee-ab92264ce254>.  
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holistic idea of education, its representatives have to face the fact that teachers (and administrators) 
that accomplish multiple roles, need to receive multiple remuneration. However, it is highly 
unlikely to work if public authorities continue to evaluate school’s performances according to 
overly standardised measurements. It is doubtful that matters of students’ well-being or personal 
connections to staffers can be measured quantitatively. However, exactly these closer social 
relationships at HCS are what defines the learning setting. There are other evaluative measurements 
that are more according to Native Hawaiian educational concepts, as e.g. elaborated by the 
“Strategic Planning & Implementation Group” of KS, or the “Pihana Na Mamo” Project by Morris 
Lai.196 
 
Furthermore, parents’ role for the school, especially for HCS, is of underestimated significance 
whose support DOE representatives need to acknowledge. Parents’ involvement is a reflection of an 
indigenous educational understanding of learning that involves the whole community of practice 
and in reality is often misconceived as cry for help due underfunded circumstances. As long as they 
are not recognised as essential legitimate peripheral participants, learning as a process will continue 
to be perceived fragmentary.  
It is therefore immanent to ask how this “school without walls” communicates its legitimacy, 
especially towards peripheral participants, like new students, but also parents, as a distinct group. 
Contrary to new students, who will gradually gather an idea of the constitution of the school as 
community of practice, as they are participants on an everyday base, parents’ position continues to 
be structurally in peripheral spheres. Even though parent involvement is highly supported and 
expected by teachers and administrators, they are left to define their legitimate peripheral 
participation themselves. Thus, it is important to be aware of diverging definitions of this periphery, 
respectively, how comfortable a parent is with this position. This becomes obvious in the definition 
of a school as “learning ‘ohana”, which invites to broad interpretations. It can be seen as anything 
from a helping support for full-time working parents, who are unable to provide a family setting at 
home, to a “promised service” to babysit one’s child. There is a distinct perception of the school as 
either extension or replacement of one’s own family, which has impacts on capacities and 
achievements of the school. In the latter case there is a tendency to neglect that schooling is a 
dynamic process that is highly dependent on everyone’s involvement in order to provide a learning 
environment that is concerned with more than just academic achievements. However, a “learning 
                                                 
196There are numerous other projects dealing with the issue of culturally sensitive evaluation of Native Hawaiian 
educational concepts, whose listing would extend the scope here. By supporting programs like the “Pihana Na Mamo” 
the Department of Education shows interest in these matters, yet its implementation for HCS, e.g. by adapting AYP’s 
for them, is still not realised. For some examples on culturally sensitive evaluation programs see the KS' CREST 
Survey Design <http://www.ksbe.edu/SPI/survey-toolkit/ks_tools.php> or the website of “Pihana Na Mamo” 
<http://www.k12.hi.us/~pihana/>. 
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‘ohana” is assumingly rather an extension than a replacement, albeit without excluding the latter. 
These loosely defined borders are what HCS distinguishes from other school, as educationalists 
here are aware of the strength-sapping life that many Native Hawaiian and/or low-income families 
are faced with. 
 
“Disrespect” among students towards their teachers and the taught cultural knowledge has been 
revealed as central matter of negotiation of meaning. It is means of expression for students, who 
balance prior schooling experiences (mostly) in a public education system that fails them, with 
current ones in a new school setting; a HCS. Its occurrence illustrates on a micro-level tensions 
between public, as well as highly academically rigour private schools and a culturally-grounded 
school practice in HCS. The outcomes of tensions have diverse facets, as elucidated in the 
following: 
  
When teachers at HCS use expressions of “not acting Hawaiian enough”, this can be read as a 
result of this context of standardisation. Mingled with an emotionalised idea of “Hawaiian culture” 
in moments of sanctioning students, this is one explanation among many others for students’ 
“disrespectful” behaviour. Another elucidation is what the teacher Pono refers to as the lack of 
expertise among teachers. While she undoubtedly respects and supports the HCS movement, she 
reminds Hawaiian educators and advocates that it is not enough to simply be an “Auntie” or 
“Uncle”, but to have educational, as well as spiritual and cultural expertise.  
The students’ “disrespectful” behaviour is further on perceivable as mere reaction towards this new 
school setting that provides more open relationships. Naturally, borders are to be explored and thus 
these relationships of “kin-quality” invite students to experiment with and subsequently cross the 
line of “proper” behaviour of children/adolescents towards adults. Adults in HCS are put on an acid 
test, as they feel disrespected with the content of cultural knowledge they teach. Yet, for students, 
experimenting within this new social setting, which blurs distinctions between teacher, parent, 
auntie and friend, is simply exciting.  
It can be argued that “disrespect” is also a matter of not yet seeing one’s personal “dilemma-driven” 
relevance for a matter, of not yet “owning” the problem. However, this self-driven approach 
potentially gradually occurs while moving within this community of practice, where one’s identity 
is shaped through accomplished tasks and the related acknowledgement through old-timers. It can 
furthermore be assumed that “disrespect” is also, if not the result of students, who have learned to 
dislike the cultural roots of their families or the culture of the place they call home. In regular U.S.-
American public schools Hawaiian culture is easily displayed as static, historicised “product” 
(Kaomea 2001, 2005), instead of as a transforming, complex phenomenon, that invites to actively 
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live culture.  
 
This thesis focused on children’s and adolescents’ role in the here and now without denying the 
historical processual phenomenon of becoming who they are, as that experience again shapes who 
they will be as adults. What has been neglected so far in the minds of adults is taking stock of their 
own initial, sensible and instinctive understanding that is often depicted among children and 
adolescents; as a way of perceiving, of learning of its own right. It is the unconventional, arbitrary 
approach to new insights, which some adult interlocutors realised to learn from their children. 
Hence, it is not a monopoly that is preserved by and reserved for children and adolescents. 
Moreover, this phenomenon reflects firstly, that adults are interested and capable of approaching 
their lived-in world in this way and second, that the denial of certain content in order to access the 
“adults’ world” is a concept that reflects a deterministic character. Many adults refuse to deny their 
initial, empirically sound understanding, which might be a reason for them to choose to work with 
children and adolescents. This requires an analysis of how adulthood is constituted through 
thorough-going ritualised behaviour, which forces children to ultimately forget their early 
knowledge, and how this knowledge resists the expected denial. 
 
We are always students and teachers, receiver and sharer of knowledge, depending on the 
communities of practice we move within and across. This is since we always re-negotiate meaning 
according to our age, profession, experience, and furthermore our ability to detect and outlive our 
personal “dilemma-driven” way to solve problems. This reflects our authentic, instinctive 
understanding. Put in a vocabulary that is more “suitable” for the adults’ world, one might translate 
it as being or staying inquisitive and curious, yet humble, and never saturated by one’s numerous 
experiences that were made throughout lifetime. If we truly wish to understand what is of 
importance for children and adolescents and in which way (cultural) knowledge is transmitted from 
(age-related) “down” to “up”, we need to remember prevalent definitions of childhood, adolescence 
and adulthood, and what processes define the transition to the latter. This will make us aware of 
what children “listen” to, namely what we “do”, When they are expected to be future leaders they 
are naturally, to a more or less degree, searching for role models. Authentic adults might need to 
abandon certain habits, like hypocritical behaviour, e.g. when demanding to malama ‘aina to 
problematise the usage of Styrofoam dishes, or to doff hypocritical behaviour in relation to internet 
usage in classrooms, as shown by the example of “Myspace”.  
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8.2. Outlooks 
 
Many issues in this thesis are results of a field research, which merely helped to ”scratch the 
surface” of several aspects. However, it shall encourage for further, more profound research. This is 
especially of relevance when an ethnographer wants to work with children and adolescents. I did 
grasp an understanding of adults’ perception of children and adolescents as knowledge distributor, 
yet only a slight idea of what this same matter means for students themselves. Longer fieldwork 
allows appropriating these relations more accordingly. It includes paying more attention to 
structural circumstances within which HCS and other Hawaiian educational programs operates, e.g. 
the effects of the highly controversial No Child Left Behind Act, which has not been referred to 
more extensively in this thesis. 
 
A subsequent question in need of further investigation is also, whether knowledge distribution 
between children and adults, which is commonly understood as “informal” communication, 
receives more, equal or less acknowledgement as/than adults, who get information in a formally 
structured class that is specifically put up for them. The here presented data suggests that it is the 
kumu’s expertise, which reflects several years of experience that is valued more than the 
child’s/adolescent’s initial, intuitive understanding of a certain task. The fact that formal ways of 
learning achieve more acceptance as the “real” kind of learning is not new (Akinnaso 1992). What 
is interesting here is to see that “informal” ways of learning outside the learning institution school 
that is provoked by ones own children, receive a different value compared to classes that are led by 
adults, who are not related by kin. In addition, to investigate this matter further on gives more 
substantial insights into whether and how expertise is valued compared to a child’s/adolescent’s 
initial, intuitive understanding. This will also explain the vaguely encountered perception of 
students as knowledge distributors. Therefore, it will be inevitable to scrutinise the relevance of mai 
pi’ikoi, to “not act like the equal of your elders or superiors in rank” (Pukui 1972: 54; cf. Meyer 
2003: 110) for students of HCS and similar learning institutions. How is this understood among 
young and old protagonists when proportions of knowledgeability of Hawaiian cultural practices 
have changed? What can be stated for now is that children and adolescents are diversely perceived 
as knowledge distributors among adults, which reflect an eclectic image of young people’s 
positions as cultural critics. To analyse this eclectic image remains a task to be fulfilled in further 
ethnographic works.  
Research in this area is inevitable, as in future times the shape of indigenous knowledge (re-
)production will steadily be influenced by successive young generations that will be educated in 
schools with a culturally-focused curricula. Eventually, higher education programs that provide 
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indigenous epistemologies, e.g. Hawaiian Studies at the University of Hawai’i, have to react to an 
obtruding body of young people that are acutely knowledgeable about cultural practices.197 
 
Further on, if HCS consider implementing their understanding of a “learning ‘ohana” by opening 
up provided classes to parents and other relatives of the student, the student’s role as knowledge 
distributor will assumingly change. In which way do expectations onto students to “spread the 
word” change when adults, parents with teachers, directly interact contentwise with each other? 
How does the role of parents change as knowledge distributor towards their children? Is it 
conceivable that children and adolescents are seen as “mere transient teacher” to their families at 
this point in time, where programs for parents yet wait to be financed? These questions are of high 
relevance for further analysis of cross-generational distribution of cultural knowledge, as well as 
for educators, who practice with and within Native Hawaiian education programs.  
All these questions also need to include a stronger focus on gender relations, which have not been 
considered accordingly here due to a stronger focus on aspects of cross-generational learning 
processes. What can be stated for now is that women play a crucial role in these efforts, and 
certainly change and continue to change expectations, as well as living realities of young women. 
 
One of the efforts of this thesis was to provide an example of bridging anthropological (and) 
educational ethnographies and theories with indigenous people’s learning concepts in order to 
question long-established categories, like the distinction between formal and informal ways of 
learning. After several decades of miscommunication between anthropology and Native Hawaiian 
communities, it is an attempt to re-negotiate these communities of practice(s). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
197Conversation with the principal of HCS 3. 
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Abstract 
 
Die vorliegende Diplomarbeit beschäftigt sich mit der Rolle von Schüler/-innen im Alter zwischen 
10 und 18 als Vermittler/-innen von hawaiianischem, kulturell relevantem (informellen) Wissen für 
deren Familien, welches innerhalb der formalen Lerninstitution, der Schule, gelehrt wird. 
Grundlage dieser Analyse bildet ethnographisches Feldforschungsmaterial von verschiedenen, so 
genannten „Hawaiian charter schools“ im Großraum Honolulu / Hawai’i.  
„Charter“ Schulen sind halb-öffentliche Schulen, die relativ autonom agieren, und in ganz USA 
Verbreitung finden. Aufgrund der gewährten Autonomie stellt diese Schulform für hawaiianische 
Pädagog/-innen eine wichtige Infrastruktur dar, die sie für die Umsetzung eines kulturell 
eingebetteten Bildungsplans wahrnehmen. Die Implementierung dieses Bildungsplans durch 
interaktive Lernpraktiken innerhalb einer Schulgemeinschaft, die auf der ‘ohana, der Familie 
basiert, unterscheidet sich stark von regulären öffentlichen, sowie privaten Schulen. Durch dieses 
soziale Lernumfeld wird die Kategorisierung der Schule als „formale“ Lerninstitution infrage 
gestellt, welches anhand von Lave & Wengers Modell des „Situated Learning“, des situierten 
Lernens, und der „communities of practice“ analysiert wird. Dieser Vergleich verdeutlicht nicht nur 
den obsoleten Charakter der Unterscheidung zwischen „formellem“ und „informellem“ Lernen, 
sondern auch die (Ir)Relevanz von Beruf, Alter und Erfahrung für die Definition eines/einer 
„Lehrers/-in“. Ob z.B. ein Kind als „Lehrer/-in“ oder Wissensvermittler/-in angesehen werden 
kann, hat weniger mit der Unterscheidung zwischen formellen und informellen Lernumfeld zu tun, 
sondern vielmehr mit der Selbsterkenntnis des/-r Zuhörenden als „Schüler/-in“. Erwachsene 
(Lehrer/innen und Eltern) sind sich nicht nur eines Lernens von (ihren) Kindern bewusst, dessen 
Inhalt v.a. kulturell relevantes Wissen, z.B. das Lernen der Sprache, das Pflanzen von Taro etc. ist. 
Vielmehr lernen sie auch deren charakteristische Art der Wissensaneignung, die sensible, 
praxisorientierte, sowie kühne Annäherung an Neues, zu schätzen. Diese Attribute sind nur einige 
der vielen Erkenntnisse, welche Kinder lernen am Weg zum Erwachsenenwerden zu verleugnen. 
 
Die analytische Perspektive des situierten Lernens sticht durch seine Anwendbarkeit v.a. im 
Zusammenhang mit der Revitalisierung indigenen Wissens hervor, welche im hiesigen Fall von 
Kindern ausgehend Erwachsene erreicht. Durch die zunehmende U.S.-Amerikanisierung der 
hawaiianischen Inseln während des letzten Jahrhunderts, war es vielen der heute lebenden Groß- 
und Urgroßelterngeneration als Kinder nicht erlaubt, kulturelle Praktiken auszuüben. In der Folge 
hörten sie auf, ihren Kindern dieses Wissen zu vermitteln, um ihnen einen erfolgreicheren Weg 
innerhalb einer sukzessiv englischsprachigen, U.S.-amerikanisch erwachsenden Gesellschaft zu 
ebnen. Diese Wunschvorstellung hat sich für viele jedoch nicht bewahrheiten und neben anderen 
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Faktoren in den 1970er Jahren eine kulturelle Renaissance ausgelöst, deren Folge u.a. die 
Erschaffung kulturell eingebetteter Bildungspläne für öffentliche Schulen war. Hawaiianische 
„charter schools“ bilden in dieser Geschichte kultureller Revitalisierung die rezenteste 
bildungspolitische Maßnahme.  
 
Das soziale Lernumfeld der „learning’ohana“, der „Lernfamilie“, ist jedoch nicht der einzige 
Faktor, der die Form kulturellen Wissens innerhalb einer „formellen“ Lerninstitution verändert. Es 
handelt sich hierbei klarerweise auch um die rechtliche und gesellschaftliche Selbstbestimmung 
von Hawaiianer/-innen. Allerdings ist eine politische Instrumentalisierung der Schüler/-innen durch 
die Lehrer/-innen eine simplifizierte Annahme, wie auch die Mutmaßung, dass (diese) Schulen 
„Fabriken“ seien, deren Ziel es ist, fügsame Subjekte zu „produzieren“. Schüler/-innen sind sich 
sehr wohl ihrer Position als „geformte“ Subjekte, als „Produkte“ der Schule bewusst und 
produzieren sich daher in Bezug auf ihre (außerschulische) Lebensrealität wiederum neu. Ähnlich 
ist es um „Respektlosigkeit“ der Schüleri/-innen gegenüber ihren Lehrer/-innen, sowie dem Inhalt – 
dem kulturellen Wissen -bestellt. Dieses Phänomen spiegelt schlicht das Aushandeln von 
Erfahrungen in vorherigen, kulturell westlichen Schulen, mit rezenten Erfahrungen an 
hawaiianischen „charter schools“ wider. Die lose definierten Beziehungen, wo Lehrer/-innen auch 
Freund/-innen und/oder Elternersatz werden, stellen für Schüler/-innen ein aufregendes, 
experimentelles Betätigungsfeld dar, da Beziehungen zu Erwachsenen sonst sehr viel formeller und 
hierarchischer strukturiert sind. „Respektlosigkeit“ könnte auch schlicht eine Abneigung gegenüber 
dem Image der „Hawaiianischen Kultur“ als statisches Gebilde sein, welches oft in Momenten der 
Sanktionierung von Schüler/-innen durch die Lehrerschaft vermittelt wird. 
 
Nichtsdestotrotz bedarf dieser letzten Betrachtungsweise der Hinweises auf die allgemeine U.S.-
amerikanische Gesellschaftspraxis der Formalisierung und demzufolge Essentialisierung von 
jeglichem „Kulturellen“. Ein unerlässlicher Schritt für die Entlastung der Lehrer/-innen, um 
weiterhin mehr als nur Lehrer/-innen zu sein, ist eine angemessene Budgetierung für „charter 
schools“, welche immer noch mit der Hälfte des Budgets von regulären öffentlichen Schulen 
auskommen müssen. 
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Abstract 
 
This thesis looks at the role of pupils, who are between 10 and 18 years old and act as distributors 
of cultural (informal) knowledge to their families, which they are exposed to at the (formal) 
learning institution, the school. It analyses ethnographic data that was gathered at different so-called 
Hawaiian-focused charter schools predominantly in the urban area of Honolulu / Hawai’i.  
Charter schools are semi-public schools that operate to a certain degree autonomously and are 
common across the United States. They present an attractive institutional structure for Native 
Hawaiian educationalists, who wish for a more culturally grounded curriculum. Its implementation 
through innovative hands-on learning activities within a school community that is based on the 
‘ohana, the family, is distinct to regular public and private schools and questions a school’s 
categorisation as “formal” learning institution. This “learning ‘ohana” is scrutinised primarily by 
means of Lave & Wenger’s concept of Situated Learning with its communities of practice. Its 
application reveals not only the obsolete character of the distinction between “formal” and 
“informal” learning, but furthermore the (ir-)relevance of profession, age and experience for the 
definition of “teacher”. Whether someone, e.g. a child, is a “teacher” or a knowledge distributor is 
less dependent on “formal” or “informal” learning facilities, but on the facing person’s 
consideration of him-/herself as “student”. Furthermore, besides knowledge about cultural 
practices, e.g. learning the Hawaiian language, planting taro etc., adults also perceive to learn 
something else from (their) children. Namely, their unique approach to knowledge acquisition with 
their sensitive, practically-informed, bold mode of learning, which they are to deny along the 
transition into the adults’ world. 
 
This theoretical model becomes even more salient when it is applied to the phenomenon of 
distribution and negotiation of revitalised indigenous knowledge from children to adults. Due to an 
increasing U.S.-Americanisation of the Hawaiian Islands during the past century, many of today’s 
grandparents and great-grandparents were not allowed and strongly discouraged to perform cultural 
practices. In the sequel, in order for their children to become more successful in an increasingly 
U.S.-American society, they discontinued passing on the knowledge they had. For many, this 
wishful thinking of success did not become reality, which, among other aspects, provoked a cultural 
renaissance in the 1970’s. As one result, culturally-embedded schooling programs were created. In 
this history of cultural revitalisation, Hawaiian charter schools constitute the most recent 
development.  
 
Yet, it is not only the unique learning ambience of “learning ‘ohana” that transforms the shape of 
“cultural knowledge” within a “formal” educational institution. The act of educational self-
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determination of Native Hawaiians and advocates also shapes the ways and content of this 
particular knowledge. However, as much as teachers are easily misinterpreted as politically 
instrumentalising students, so are students to be simply “produced” educated persons in the 
“factory” called school. Indeed, students are quite aware of the act of being “moulded”. As 
“products” of their school education, they again produce new meanings by negotiating provided 
information according to their own lived-in worlds. Similarly, “disrespectful” behaviour among 
students towards the content of cultural knowledge, as well as teachers, is solely negotiation of 
meaning attributed at previously attended western-style schools with current experiences at a 
Hawaiian charter school. The loosely defined relationships between teachers and students (teacher, 
who are also friend, auntie, uncle, etc.) allows many children and adolescents to simply experiment 
with social relationships with teachers (adults) that had been rather strict and formal in previous 
experiences and outside this school. “Disrespect” might as well be reluctance among students to 
acquiesce an idea of “culture” as static entity, which is easily transmitted by teachers in moments of 
sanctioning students.  
 
However, this last explanation for “disrespect” needs to include a reference to a wider societal U.S.-
American context, where anything “cultural” is easily formalised and thus essentialised. An 
essential way to destress this situation is to address the highly underfunded charter schools, who 
still only receive half the budget of a regular public school in Hawai’i. If the financing is secured, 
then Hawaiian charter schools are enabled to release pressure from teachers, who then are able to 
continue to be more than just teachers to their students. 
 
 
 
